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During the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, 'lo-fi," a term suggesting
poor sound quality, the opposite of 'hi-fi,” became a characteristic perceived in
certain popular-music recordings and eventually emerged as a category within
independent or 'indie' popular music. It is typically taken to express the technical
and technological deficiencies associated with amateur or 'DIY' musical
production, namely at home using cheap recording equipment. However, this
thesis rejects the assumption that lo-fi equates to a mode of production and
charts it as a construction and a certain aesthetics within popular music
discourse, defined as 'a positive appreciation of what are perceived and/or
considered normatively interpreted as imperfections in a recording.’ | chart the
development and manifestation of lo-fi aesthetics, and the ways it focuses on
various 'lo-fi effects’ such as noise, distortion (‘phonographic imperfections’) and
performance imperfections, in several decades of newspapers, magazines and
websites covering popular music in the English-speaking world.

| argue that lo-fi aesthetics is not merely the unmediated, realist
authenticity that it is often claimed to be, but one that is also fascinated with the
distance from perceived commercial norms of technique and technology (or
‘technocracy') that lo-fi effects signify. Lo-fi aesthetics derives from aesthetics of
primitivism and realism that extend back long before phonographic imperfections
were positively received. | also differentiate between lo-fi aesthetics and
aesthetics of noise music, distortion in rock, glitch, punk and cassette culture. An
appreciation for recording imperfections and the development of 'lo-fi' as a
construction and a category is charted since the 1950s and particularly in the
1980s, 1990s and in the twenty-first century, taking in the reception of artists
such as the Velvet Underground, Bob Dylan, Hasil Adkins, the Shaggs, Jandek,
Daniel Johnston, Beat Happening, Pavement, Sebadoh, Guided By Voices, Beck,
Will Oldham, Ariel Pink and Willis Earl Beal.
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Chapter 1. What is Lo-Fi? What is its Discourse?

As lo-fi itself is often considered to do, this thesis works backwards from the
contemporary situation. The project was conceived in 2009, at a time when lo-fi
sounds had not been as popular in indie music cultures since the early 1990s,
and the overall aim was to give an account of lo-fi and its aesthetic significance
that would incorporate analysis, psychology and sociology, and that would trace
its historical origins in the twentieth century.

From my twenty-first-century vantage point, the category of lo-fi seemed
more or less stable: 'lo-fi' described a form of popular music that had poor sound
quality (being the opposite of 'hi-fi') and other rough qualities because it was
recorded in a 'do-it-yourself' fashion by amateurs on amateurs' equipment, and its
practitioners and fans liked it that way. | was to examine how and why. My
assumption - and that of some secondary sources | will turn to - was that the
positive reception of poor sound quality was basically coextensive with amateur
home-recorded music, and that it could accordingly be mapped out alongside the
spread of portable magnetic tape technologies and the compact cassette in
particular.

The problem with this narrative suddenly became apparent when | began
to open magazines from the 1980s that had championed amateur musical
production on cassette. | struggled to find the word 'lo-fi' or its synonyms and |
struggled to find any clear indications of an appreciation for poor sound quality.
On the contrary - where sound quality was mentioned at all, poor sound quality
was criticised and good sound quality was praised. Then, attempting to find some
historical basis for the near-ubiquitous contemporary idea that the scratchiness of

old recordings has a special evocative charm, | turned to the reception of folk



recordings during the 1950s and 1960s. In almost every case, as far as sound
guality was concerned, only the best was acceptable.

It soon became clear that | had been operating under a number of
assumptions largely unique to the contemporary era, in which poor sound quality,
home-recording and amateurism, and even a certain romanticism about all three,
had all been entwined within and conflated as 'lo-fi.' | would discover that what |
knew as lo-fi was an aesthetics that originated in certain, more unusual contexts,
and not a natural consequence of musical production outside the professional
industry. Not all home or amateur recordings had or were considered to have
poor sound quality, of course, not all '‘poor sound quality' was considered so in
decades past, not all amateurs sound 'amateur,’ and whether or not the
recordings were made in a ‘home' or 'garage’ ultimately had little aesthetic or
technological significance beyond a few particular discourses.

The conflation of all these things had not quite been made as the cassette
began to emerge as a medium for producing and releasing music in the 1980s,
and was still less evident in the early 1960s, when the cultural and technological
distance between portable or domestic recording technologies and studio
recording technologies was considerably narrower.! Although | subsequently
uncovered ample evidence for the appreciation of imperfect recordings, | could
no longer see 'lo-fi' as providing an objectively identifiable category or property, a
lens through which to better understand the poetics and aesthetics of musical
amateurs: it was a particular construction rooted in a particular set of historical
contexts and particular discourses, always already a particular (inverse) relation

to a perceived norm. Moreover, that construction had come into effect, quite

! When it was introduced in the late 1960s, the compact cassette had too poor a sound
quality for audiophiles and was aimed at the bottom of the consumer market, where it
remained for decades. By the 1980s, industrial popular-music recording studios typically used
digital technology and multi-track recording employing twenty-four tracks or more. Morton
2000, 42-44, 163-168.



clearly, in the 1990s, and had then worked retroactively by establishing a
category and a canon that, while alluding to a broad locus of aesthetics and
creativity (amateurs, roughness), unknowingly excluded amateurs making music
from the wrong genres - electronic music, dance and jazz - or whose sound
quality had not been poor enough.

One could well argue that all categories along the lines of 'lo-fi are
constructions. In the case of 'lo-fi', however, the basis for a coherent scholarly
account ensuing from the given subject matter, one that could transcend its
discursive formation, dissolved quickly and dramatically. If | were to take the
claims of discourse on 'lo-fi' seriously, practically all rough-seeming musical
techniques, all home-recordings and all amateurs of twentieth-century popular
music would be brought within the remit of this study, irrespective of the clear
discontinuities between these three areas or in the ways they were characterised
in their times and places. An account of qualities of 'roughness' or 'sloppiness’ in
popular music, for example, might well be obliged to address unconstructively
broad swathes of the field. Moreover, the term 'lo-fi' has been used to describe
much more than music - even methods of travel.? So instead of following the
purported locus of 'lo-fi' to the point of incoherence or absurdity, it seemed most
appropriate to work backwards from its present status, to adopt a critical eye, to
archaeologically trace and historicise its constructions in all their discursive detail
with a focus on reception and aesthetics, and hopefully provide, in the process, a
meaningful statement under the heading of 'lo-fi' for any future researchers who
are considering it as a category or a characteristic.

Ideally, however, this thesis also offers more than that. It offers a detailed

case study in popular music aesthetics and its production (including the

2'Stylish travelers seeking lo-fi experiences are cruising cross-country in Airstream trailers' -
New York Times 2007.



production of value and authenticity), in the role of ideology - here, chiefly anti-
commercial - in forming aesthetics, and in the reception of recordings, particularly
characteristics that are unique to the medium of recording. It also ventures into
the foundational principles of a smaller but growing area of scholarship,
independent popular music, and my methodology of historicising discourse
analysis is intended as a corrective to a number of studies we will encounter,
both inside and outside academia, that have taken too uncritical or too

unempirical an approach to narratives of popular music aesthetics and history.

What is Lo-Fi Aesthetics?

This aim of this thesis, then, is not in itself to develop or derive an aesthetics of
lo-fi. It offers aesthetics in discourse, aesthetics as the product of (counter-
)cultural ideological positions and technological milieux at particular points in
twentieth- and twenty-first century popular music. Lo-fi as it is normally
understood is less a genre or mode of music-making than a confluence, in the
reception of certain recordings, of various aesthetic currents that run through the
late-twentieth and early twenty-first century - known under further headings such
as primitivism, realism, postmodernism and archaism - and their manifestation in
the changing relation of portable magnetic-tape-recording technology to the wider
landscape of music-technological (and particularly industrial) production.

At its most crudely sketched, lo-fi was primitivist and realist in the 1980s,
postmodern in the 1990s, and archaicist in the 2000s. Such historical differences
within the category of lo-fi informed the historically delineated (rather than, say,
thematically delineated) structure of this thesis, but the continuities - archaisms
also appear in the 1960s, and primitivisms appear in the 2010s - are such that

observations can be made on a lo-fi aesthetics spanning the mid-1980s and the



present day with certain precursors in the preceding decades. In lieu of assuming
a clear-cut category of lo-fi as a form of music-making that can operate stably
outside of its discourse, | focus on lo-fi aesthetics within that discourse, defined
as a positive appreciation of what are perceived and/or considered normatively
interpreted as imperfections in a recording, with particular emphasis on
imperfections in the recording technology itself.

These normative interpretations vary in their degree of actual normativity -
what is important is less whether these norms were actually in operation than
whether they were or are perceived to be. In the early 1980s, imperfections were
more usually considered detrimental to a recording, but in 2014, the idea that a
recording imperfection might offer something positive, such as nostalgia or
realism, is widely accepted. In the 1980s, lo-fi's few adherents widely assumed
that recording imperfections were unacceptable to a normative-professional
'mainstream.’ Today, it is widely understood that in the first instance, recordings
are or were not normatively supposed to be imperfect, and the irony resulting
from the value now ascribed to imperfections has been a source of great interest
(see Chapter 7).

Whether in the 1980s or today, then, lo-fi aesthetics would not be lo-fi
aesthetics without the understanding that the recordings in question do have
significant imperfections, especially those that some Other - the mainstream
music industry or what | will call 'bad listeners' - is projected to perceive as
imperfections. Thus despite the oft-used rhetoric to the effect that in lo-fi the
imperfect is in fact ‘perfect,'® the perfect / imperfect binary nonetheless remains
inscribed, with only the privileged term changing. A writer or a notional listener

who is in no meaningful way mindful of a sense in which aspects of a recording

% 'You know what's so perfect about Sebadoh? They realise that perfect doesn't have to mean
smooth, shiny, verse-chorus middle eights and top name producers twiddling millions of
knobs' - Joy 1992, 30.



are or may be considered imperfect is not practicing lo-fi aesthetics, and would
merely be a part of a potential disagreement about what constitutes imperfection.
This is an especially good reason to map out lo-fi aesthetics in discourse, where
attention is given to imperfections, positively or negatively, rather than to impose
one particular a priori sense (mine, for example) of what constitutes imperfection
from outside it.

I will turn to the nature of these recording imperfections shortly, but first an
introduction to the term and category of 'lo-fi' itself is necessary, since it forms a
key correlate with lo-fi aesthetics in discourse. Often spelled 'low-fi' before the
1990s, the term originally functioned simply as an abbreviation of 'low fidelity,'
being the negative of the older term 'high fidelity.' 'High fidelity' is both an
indication of higher standards of sound reproduction in the post-war era and the
name for what Timothy Taylor calls a ‘craze' for assembling and maintaining
cutting-edge high-fidelity sound systems in the home, written about most
comprehensively by Keir Keightley.* Probably because the inversion of 'hi-fi* was
so easily suggested and its meaning so clear, the term appears to have
originated separately a number of times in the mid-twentieth century, shortly after
the acceptance of 'hi-fi." For example, in his role as a jazz critic Kingsley Amis
used the term in 1958, as part of a protest against an album called Bob Crosby's
Bob Cats in Hi-Fi. Criticising the fact that the album had not been recorded by the
original Bob Cats but by 'an almost entirely new group,’ Amis exclaims ‘for
heaven's sake, let us have the real Bob Cats, even in lo-fi.'”” Even this early, the
term is used to express the idea that poorer sound quality might be associated
with a more authentic and desirable recording - an idea often expressed in the

independent music discourse of the 1980s.

* Taylor 2001, 79; Keightley 1996.
® Amis 1958.



The term 'low-fi' was apparently well-known enough to have appeared in
the headlines of some national newspapers during the 1960s, where it related to
sonic technologies rather than new music. In 1964, under the headline 'The Low-
Fi Invasion,' one journalist complained about the use of sound trucks to publically
address voters during election campaigns, drawing particular attention to their
low-sound-quality and thus often incoherent messages:

What [the writer] is concerned with is the exacerbation of

the annoyance [of sound trucks] by the insufferably low

quality of the sound many of the trucks put out. At worst the

sound was so poor that the words were meaningless

gobble. The operative could have been campaigning for

Mao Tse Tung or the annexation of Patagonia, for all his

listeners could tell. In the majority of cases most of the

words could be understood but the distortion was so high

that one's ears were irritated almost beyond toleration.
Noting that 'the overall performance of the trucks was an affront to the state of
the art,’ the writer suggested some explanations for the poor sound quality:
'second-line, antiquated or temporarily assembled equipment; it seems likely that
owners of sound trucks would find it economically impracticable to maintain first-
line equipment... it was clear too, that many of the people operating the trucks
were inexperienced' - all scenarios that would be considered the cause of more
positively received low sound quality by the 1990s, once the privileged term
within the same perfect / imperfect binary had shifted.

A more positive, almost nostalgic account of antiquated music technology,
not unlike the reception of lo-fi in the 2000s, appeared in 1970 in an article on
music boxes under the headline 'It Was Low-fi, but it Played.'” In 1966, the term

'low-fi* became wordplay in an psychoanalyst's column about the married lives of

men who were 'addicted’ to their hi-fi sound systems, 'Hi-Fi Addicts With Low-Fi

® Syrjala 1964.
" Jenkins 1970.



Wives.' It told the story of a 'Hi-Fi addict who was ruining his fairly wealthy wife by
his purchases of expensive equipment while she was finding instinctual
gratification elsewhere; and his somewhat rueful remark, "She's fond of low
fidelity and high frequency."®
In 1977, the term became a significant part of R. Murray Schafer's theory

of soundscapes in The Tuning of the World.® 'Lo-fi' was defined in the book's
glossary:

Lo-Fi: Abbreviation of low fidelity, that is, an unfavourable

signal-to-noise ratio. Applied to soundscape studies a lo-fi

environment is one in which signals are overcrowded,
resulting in masking or lack of clarity.™

Very much a negative term - Schafer alludes to 'the lo-fi problem' and refers to

'the lo-fi state' as a 'sound sewer'!

- modern urban soundscapes since the
Industrial Revolution were lo-fi for Schafer in contrast to the more hi-fi
soundscapes of earlier eras. While The Tuning of the World's critique of sonic
modernity resembles the countercultural position of the independent music
discourse that would soon promote lo-fi aesthetics, Schafer's definition of lo-fi is
almost the reverse of that given it by much popular music discourse, which came
to consider lo-fi as a benign and frequently minimal soundscape, and as a protest
against industrial modernity rather than the problem itself. As we will see,
however, some musicians associated with lo-fi, such as The Velvet Underground,
Pavement, Beck and various acts from the 2000s, were received in terms akin to

Schafer's lo-fi, as manifestations of a sublime composed of obfuscated sonic

signals, or as interesting embodiments of a modern malaise.

® Bowes 1966.

® Schafer 1977.

19 Schafer 1977, 272. A longer description appears on 43.
! Schafer 1977, 91, 237.
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Due to the new availability of portable single-track and multi-track tape
recorders from companies like Tascam, Fostex and Yamaha, the 1980s saw an
increase in the production of music cassettes outside the industrial studio system,
and, crucially, a discourse for them. As shown in Chapter 3, the use of the term
'lo-fi' to describe these cassettes was relatively rare in the early 1980s, though it
provided a useful shorthand for those of lesser sound quality. A key moment in
the association of the term and connotations of 'lo-fi' with home-made cassettes
appears to have been a radio programme hosted by Bill Berger on the influential
US east-coast college radio station WFMU, called 'Low-Fi." In a schedule printed
in the Summer 1986 issue of WFMU's magazine LCD, the programme was
subtitled 'Home Tape Showcase' and ran between 6pm and 6:30pm on a Friday
night - a primetime slot - and was followed by a session simply named 'Bill
Berger' that ran until 9pm.*? In the next, Fall issue, 'Low-Fi' was given a
description that concisely expresses the definition lo-fi would have by the early
1990s: 'thirty minutes of home recordings produced on inexpensive equipment.

'3 The conflation of 'home

Technical primitivism coupled with brilliance.
recordings,' 'inexpensive equipment' and 'technical primitivism' (as well as
‘brilliance’) is clearly made. Later the show was listed under the increasingly
preferred spelling 'Lo-Fi,"** but by Fall 1987 it was no longer listed in Berger's
slot.’® By 1987, however, the association between 'lo-fi, home-recording and
primitivism was frequently being made elsewhere, most noticeably in the

reception of Daniel Johnston. This association would inform the categorisation of

lo-fi widely seen since the 1990s.

' LCcD 19864, 3.

*LCD 1986b, 3.

“'LCD 1987b, 19.

!> Between approximately Fall 1987 and Spring 1988, the 6-9pm slot was listed simply as 'Bill
Berger' - LCD [19877]b, 19; LCD 1988a, 36. From Fall 1988, the name Berger's 6-9pm slot
was listed under the title ‘'The Hip Bone' - LCD 1988b, 35; LCD 1990, 7.
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'Lo-Fi' entered the Oxford English Dictionary in 1976, carrying the
definition that had been familiar since the 1960s: 'sound reproduction less good in
guality than "hi-fi." In 2003, a second definition was added, reflecting a sense of
the term that had taken root in the 1990s: 'a genre of rock music characterized by
minimal production, giving a raw and unsophisticated sound.' Though not
especially instructive, the words ‘raw' and 'minimal," are nonetheless two of the
most common terms used to describe or substituted for ‘'lo-fi' (the other being
'‘primitive.") In 2008, a third definition reflected the increasing usages of the term
outside matters of sound altogether: 'Unpolished, amateurish, or technologically
unsophisticated, esp. as a deliberate aesthetic choice.''®

The OED successfully reflected definitions of lo-fi in presupposing causal
links between 'minimal production' and ‘raw' and 'unsophisticated sounds.' 'Raw,’
as we will see in Chapters 3 and 4, was an especially flexible term carrying the
same connotations of intensity, emotionality and authenticity with which lo-fi was
and is often associated. The third definition loosely conflates lack of ‘polish’ with
amateurs and a lack of technological sophistication (again, the latter usually
labelled 'primitive’ in the 1980s). These conflations do not travel far beyond a

particular cultural context around the turn of the millennium: minimal production

need not be unsophisticated or raw, amateurs need not be unpolished.

Constructing 'Lo-Fi'

As the OED's first definition of lo-fi showed, 'poor sound quality’ is always defined
in relation to perceptions of ‘high sound quality," with the latter increasingly
understood as the professional and industrial norm as the twentieth century

progressed. Sound quality is not inherently or objectively poor or good - lo-fi or hi-

% OED, s.v. 'lo-fi.'
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fi - (at least not within popular music discourse), but must be constructed as poor
through its relation to any given technical and technological milieu. In this thesis,
when | refer to 'poor' or 'good sound quality' or similar, | do so within the
constructions of the discourse at hand. And since the sense of the term 'lo-fi'
tends to fall in most of the contexts under discussion somewhere between the
OED's first and second definitions, | generally refrain from using the phrase 'low
fidelity' to describe poor sound quality or lo-fi music, even if some texts do. Since
the term 'lo-fi' now refers not just to lack of success in recording or reproducing
sound accurately but to a wide range of manifestations of a lack of technical
and/or technological capacity, 'lo-fi' becomes something quite apart from ‘low
fidelity.'

Similarly, musicians and their music are constructed as 'amateur’ or
‘amateurish’ far more by an impression derived from particular elements in their
music than by their actual professional status. The complex nature of the
category of the ‘amateur' was uncovered by Ruth Finnegan in her study of music-
making in Milton Keynes. She noted that the designations '‘amateur’ and
'professional’ often designated a relation to proficiency rather than paid work:
‘when local musicians use the term "professional” they often refer to evaluative
rather than economic aspects: the "high standard" of a player, his or her
specialist qualifications, teachers, musical role, or appearance as a regular
performer with musicians themselves regarded as "professional.’” Similarly, for
popular music discourse, an ‘amateurish' recording is one of a low standard,
where notes are played out of tune and out of time, and poor recording and
mixing of the audio signals has caused hiss, distortion and room acoustic to

become audible. It is not, strictly speaking, one that was necessarily recorded

" Finnegan 2007, 15.
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outside a studio or distributed in a 'do-it-yourself' fashion, though the latter was
regularly assumed or implied. In many respects, as we will see in Chapter 5
particularly, this amateurism can be a performance just as much as - if not more
than - a natural state. And in the same way, the compact cassette had to be
constructed as sounding poor in relation to the (perceived) sonic standards of
vinyl and CD. As we will see in Chapter 3, it was not the prevailing opinion that
cassettes were fundamentally 'lo-fi" in the 1980s, though it was very much so by
the late 2000s (see Chapter 7).

These sorts of inconsistencies in the way musical value is constructed in
relation to perceived technological norms were noted by Simon Frith in 1986: his
essay 'Art Versus Technology: The Strange Case of Popular Music,' is
particularly central to the investigations of this thesis.® In the years following its
publication, lo-fi would become a signal example of Frith's observation that:

The continuing core of rock ideology is that raw sounds are

more authentic than [(technologically)] cooked sounds. This

is a paradoxical belief for a technologically sophisticated

medium and rests on an old-fashioned model of direct

communication - A plays to B and the less technology lies

between them the closer they are, the more honest their

relationship and the fewer the opportunities for

manipulation.*®
Finding that technology is opposed to 'nature,' ‘community' and ‘art," Frith
concludes that 'what is at stake in all these arguments is the authenticity or truth

'20 | the

of music; the implication is that technology is somehow false or falsifying.
case of lo-fi, Frith's observations can be extended beyond resistance to what is
normally understood by the term technology - tools, equipment, usually at the

cutting-edge - and into resistance to technique in general, or opposition to what

might be called technocracy. 'Technocracy' refers to a system in which power is

18 Frith 1986, 263-279.
9 Frith 1986, 266-267.
20 Frith 1986, 264, 265.
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earned through the skilled employment of techniques, and, as we will see in
Chapter 2, was called by Theodore Roszak 'that social form in which an industrial

society reaches the peak of its organizational integration.'**

In this study,
'technocracy' - a word more typically used to refer to actual government by
experts - will stand as a shorthand for the modern, commercial, urban and
industrialised (‘'mainstream’) norms of technique and technology use that were
(perceived as) culturally powerful. Lo-fi, which grew out of a discourse that
considered itself not just non-industrial and non-commercial but frequently anti-
industrial and anti-commercial, can be seen as anti-technocratic in both ideology
and aesthetics.

Yet as Frith saw, the extent to which any given musical milieu is anti-
technocratic can be deeply relative. Lo-fi aesthetics presents one of the most
extreme cases of an anti-technocratic aesthetics in popular music - a number of
acts who were thought to have no conventional musical ability at all were praised
in the highest terms - but it is still reliant on some minimum of technical and
technological standards: as one writer noted, 'any lower-fi, and you might as well

22 \What can often be seen in the 1960s,

be beating rocks against each other.
1970s and 1980s (see Chapters 2 and 3) is an anti-technocratic aesthetics
operating in the domain of traditional musical technique (singing or the playing of
instruments) but not yet clearly in the domain of phonographic technology (the
operation of a tape recorder). With lo-fi aesthetics proper, phonography and the
process of recording in general are incorporated within the domain of an anti-

technocratic aesthetics where before they were merely a frame around the music,

either not meaningfully perceived or left unaddressed (even if they resulted in

L Roszak 1969, 5.
22 Melody Maker 1993 / 1994, 42.
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what other listeners might call imperfections), or criticised when they interfered
with or failed to sufficiently present what was being recorded.

Put another way, lo-fi aesthetics introduces one more layer of
techn(olog)ical surface to musical listening, that of recording technology.
Ironically, the audible mediation of this surface (in hiss, distortion, and so on) is
considered to index and attest to a less mediated form of musical communication.
Yet really this is no irony at all, since hiss, distortion and the like are byproducts
of a reduction in technocracy, the negatives, as it were, of technocratic mediation.

What are these byproducts of lesser technocracy?

Lo-Fi Effects

In this study, | call these various imperfections of a recording on which lo-fi
aesthetics focuses lo-fi effects. Lo-fi effects are the musical objects that signify a
less technocratic music-making context, functioning as indexes of realism and
intimacy and icons of cultural distance and struggle. While elements outside of a
sonic recording itself, such as text, imperfectly handmade or hand-drawn
packaging or design or even live performance style, are often understood in the
same way as recording imperfections and could conceivably be considered lo-fi
effects, lo-fi effects are generally characteristics that have made the process of
recording and its product appreciably imperfect, or what | will call recording
imperfections. Unfortunately, though they are routinely alluded to, the terminology
used to describe lo-fi effects in popular music discourse is far from precise, and it
was not common for individual lo-fi effects to be singled out for substantial
discussion in popular music discourse. As we will see, however, the few cases in

which certain lo-fi effects are isolated and discussed are illuminating.
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It should be noted that generally, 'recording imperfections' are under
discussion here and in lo-fi aesthetics in discourse rather than merely 'sonic
imperfections." A number of sonic imperfections can occur as a result of imperfect
sound-reproduction or -modulation equipment (a record or tape player, an
amplifier, a loudspeaker) but these playback imperfections will vary between
contexts of reproduction, and are typically not taken into consideration in
discourse on lo-fi.?® Hypothetically, at least, lo-fi effects are created during
recording and production itself, and perceptibly remain in master recordings that
are then identically copied for release. In practice, this process of copying, as well
as transferring to new audio formats, will introduce further lo-fi effects, especially
in analogue reproduction and especially on magnetic tape - such post-production
reproductive imperfections were a major cause of the lo-fi characteristics of
bootlegs. Digital copies of cassette albums by, for example, Daniel Johnston that
are available online vary considerably in their degree of analogue lo-fi effects,
effects which may have been caused by non-optimal use or maintenance of
either the cassettes themselves (over many years) or of the equipment used to
reproduce them for digital transfer. This often makes isolating specific recording
imperfections that would have been heard upon release by those participating in
popular music discourse somewhat difficult - another reason to follow the lead of
discourse and what it identifies.

Recording imperfections divide into two categories: phonographic
imperfections and non-phonographic imperfections. This division was suggested
by the development of lo-fi aesthetics itself - non-phonographic imperfections
were more usually accepted earlier than phonographic imperfections were. In

many ways, an acceptance of and interest in non-phonographic imperfections -

% Arguably, playback imperfections do not end with sound technology, since there are
differences and potential imperfections in the auditory systems and perceptive capabilities of
listeners themselves.
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most noticeably the cracking or otherwise imperfect voice - paved the way for an
acceptance of and interest in phonographic imperfections and thus lo-fi
aesthetics proper.

It could be said that a 'recording imperfection' and a ‘phonographic
imperfection' are basically no different, since the words 'recording’' and
'‘phonographic’ mean much the same thing. In this case, however, ‘recording’
refers to the general process of capturing a performance, while the less informal
term '‘phonography’ refers strictly to the operation of the sound-recording
technology itself, however automated or manual that operation is. For example, if
a guitarist plays a wrong note during recording, that might make the resulting
recording 'imperfect' (and the producer might want to retake the performance) but
if the phonographic process was operating optimally while the wrong note was
played, it was not a phonographic imperfection. Or if environmental noise such as
the sound of a passing car or a cricket is captured on a recording, that is not an
imperfection of the phonographic process - which, again, was working optimally -
but a sonic element outside of the sound-recording equipment and normatively
considered an undesirable intrusion into the recording that would make it
imperfect.

Though we might informally say that phonographic imperfections are
‘technological’ in nature while non-phonographic imperfections are 'technical’ in
nature, ultimately, phonographic imperfections and non-phonographic
imperfections ought to be considered on a spectrum of (anti-)technocratic
signification, since the boundary between technical and technological capacity is
blurred, and since a musical instrument and a method of playing it are no less a
‘technology' than a tape recorder. For example, the distortion caused by too

much air leaving the mouth and entering a microphone - a 'pop' - could be
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attributed to poor microphone technique (holding it incorrectly, vocalising too
closely into it), but it could also be attributed to a poor microphone, or a lack of

further technologies, such as a pop filter.*

Phonographic Imperfections

Phonographic imperfections are elements of a recording that are perceived (or
imagined to be perceived) as detrimental to it and that originate in the specific
operation of the recording medium itself. Today, they are usually the first
characteristics people think about when the subject of 'lo-fi' is brought up.
Phonographic imperfections can occur because a technology's capabilities are
(experienced as) limited (in the parlance of lo-fi discourse, this equipment is
usually ‘cheap’ or 'primitive"), or because that technology has not been
constructed, used or maintained optimally, or because its components have
degraded with use or time.

A number of recording imperfections are described in the extensive
literature on phonography and audio systems engineering. They fall loosely into
two categories, distortion and noise, and unlike in discourse on lo-fi aesthetics,
they are almost never treated as benefits to the recording process, even recently:
‘audio professionals will all agree that a mix needs to be free of noise and
distortion," wrote professional recording engineer and music producer Gary
Gottlieb in his 2007 manual.?* A similar book published in 2013 includes a small
section on 'lo-fi aesthetics," but only recommends it in combination with hi-fi
sounds: 'the contrast of clean and dirty sounds, modern and vintage, can add a

lot of sonic interest.'?®

24 A pop filter or shield is a mesh placed in front of a microphone's sensor in order to filter out
losive and sibilant sounds - White 2005; White & Louie 2005, 300.

® Gottlieb 2007, 265.

?® Bartlett 2013, 233.
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This literature usually differentiates between distortion and noise: 'noise,

127

interference, or hum are not considered forms of distortion,’”’ noise is 'any

128

unwanted sound, except distortion'™ and 'can be defined as any unwanted sound

that is not related to the wanted sound (if it is related, it is called distortion).'*
Most commonly, distortion and noise are positioned at opposite ends of the
spectrum of dynamic range: ‘any audio transmission system is limited in dynamic

range by noise at low levels and distortion at high levels.'*

Wayne Wadhams
uses the terms 'in the mud' and 'in the red' to differentiate between areas of the

dynamic range likely to risk noise and distortion respectively.*

Phonographic Imperfections: Distortion

In general, distortion's effects relate to the specific audio signal with which it is
associated, whereas noise is simply added to the signal. It can be defined as 'any
change in the waveform or harmonic content of an original signal as it passes

through a device'*

and 'any change in the waveshape of a signal that occurs
between the input and the output of an audio device.'*® Some writers recognise a
definition broad enough to include noise - Glenn White and Gary Louie note that
'theoretically, any addition to a signal caused by any type of equipment could be
called "distortion," but the term has come to be somewhat more restricted in its

134

use.”™ According to broader definitions of distortion, it is often a desired effect

2" Cameron 1978, 15.

2 \Wadhams 1988, s.v. 'Noise,' 153.

29 White & Louie 2005, s.v. 'Noise,' 259.

%0 Eargle 1992, 146. See also: Gottlieb 2007, 27.

31 Wadhams 1988, s.v. 'In the Mud / In the Red,' 114.
32 Everest 1994, 439.

3 wadhams 1988, s.v. 'Distortion,' 65.

34 White & Louie 2005, s.v. 'Distortion," 114.
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used to deliberately modulate and reshape sound - Wadhams sees equalization
and compression as, 'strictly speaking... types of distortion.'*®

Many types of distortion have been defined, and they need not all be
detailed here.*® The most prevalent in lo-fi aesthetics is harmonic distortion:
'distortion of the original relationship between a tone and other tones naturally

related to it,"3’

or 'the unwanted addition (by an acoustic environment or
electronic device) of harmonics of a pure tone when that tone is propagated in
the environment or input to the device.'*® It typically occurs when a signal is
amplified beyond the dynamic range of a device - 'overdriven' or 'overmodulated’
- and thus clipped.®® Again, harmonic distortion is often actively sought in sound
reproduction, and considered far from an imperfection: electric guitars in rock and
the 'analogue warmth' pursued since the rise of digital audio systems are famous
examples.*® Distortion generated in the process of recording, however -
phonographic distortion - is avoided in typical professional contexts, especially
when higher degrees of distortion result in a harsh, unnatural or 'unpleasant’
sound.*! In magnetic tape, harmonic distortion can occur when the tape
approaches or becomes 'saturated.' 'Saturation is the maximum magnetization

142

that a tape can attain"™“ and Wadhams calls 'saturation distortion... the distortion

that results on magnetic tape when the applied audio signal is greater than its

143

saturation point."™ Such forms of distortion are very common in the recordings

whose reception is discussed in this thesis.

% Wadhams 1988, s.v. 'Distortion,' 65.

% See Alten 2014, 53-54; Cameron 1978, 15-17, 263; lllingworth ed. 1998, s.v., 'Distortion,’
146; Wadhams 1988, s.v. 'Distortion,' 65; White & Louie 2005, s.v. 'Distortion,' 114.

37 cameron 1978, 263.

% \Wadhams 1988, s.v. 'Distortion,' 65.

39 cameron 1978, 17.

“0 For the latter, see Robjohns 2010.

! Gottlieb 2007, 371.

2 White & Louie 2005, s.v. 'Saturation,’ 339.

3 Wadhams 1988, s.v. 'Saturation Distortion,' 204.
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Though they are less often associated with typical use of the term
'distortion,' F. Alton Everest notes unwanted 'distortions in time' - or frequency
modulation - as a form of distortion which results in shifts of pitch: 'if a tape
travels across the head at any other than the recording speed, the frequency
components are shifted up or down in frequency. If there are slow or fast
fluctuations in that speed, wow and flutter [respectively] are introduced and the

signal is degraded.'**

The distinction between wow and flutter (and the much
slower or aperiodic 'drift") is both quantifiable in Hertz and qualitatively distinct as
a change in timbre.*® Wow can be heard in Boards of Canada tracks such as
'Ready Let's Go,"® but the clear appearance of such frequency modulations are
rare in the discourse of lo-fi aesthetics.

If equalization - the deliberate alteration of the levels at which different
frequency components of a signal are boosted or attenuated - can be considered
a form of distortion, then so can the less deliberate or (professionally) desirable
alterations of frequency response that are very common in lo-fi. Higher
frequencies are most vulnerable to being weakened or removed by a range of
potential impairments and impediments in the magnetic tape-recording process
(see discussion of 'lo-fi causes' below), leading to a 'muffled' sound. Moreover,
higher frequencies are more easily masked (or obscured) by noise.*’

A momentary attenuation or loss of any signal is called a dropout. These
can be caused by faulting recording equipment, but also by a number of
imperfections and misuses of magnetic tape itself. For Finn Jorgensen, 'a dropout
is defined as a 50 percent (or greater) amplitude reduction in the reproduced

data. This is a tape error and is generally caused by poor head-to-tape contact

*“ Everest 1994, 93.

** Benson 1988, 12.48.

“ Boards of Canada 2002 (disc.). Wow can be heard from the beginning.
*" Moylan 2007, 34.
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during recordings and/or playback.' White and Louie add that 'the combined
effect of small dropouts is an increased noise level in the reproduced signal.'*®
Two dropouts in the Guided By Voices track 'Hardcore UFOs,' one caused by
loss of signal in the recording equipment and one caused by a tape player having
‘eaten’ the master tape on a separate occasion, are both clearly noticeable and

discussed (see Chapter 6) and progressive dropouts became the defining

compositional process in William Basinksi's Disintegration Loops (see Chapter 7).

Phonographic Imperfections: Noise

In audio systems literature, noise is routinely defined in its broadest form as
‘unwanted sound.’ ‘Noise - unwanted sound - is the number one enemy in audio
production,’ writes Stanley R. Alten.*® But it has a more specific definition too: the
noise referred to as mixing with a signal that is 'in the mud' is a random noise
occurring across a range of frequencies that can and will be generated in any

electrical audio system™ due to the 'random motion of charge carriers in a

151

conductor or semiconductor, giving rise to a fluctuating voltage.”™" In this vein,

John Eargle notes more specifically that 'although we can describe any unwanted

sound as noise, the term is usually reserved for waveforms... [that have] no

152

discernable period,”* that is, no periodic frequency with which the ear might

isolate particular pitches as opposed to others. This subcategory of noise has

been termed (or included within terms such as) 'system noise,">* 'background

154 4

noise,” 'internal electronic noise,'>®

156

and 'electronics noise.”” Greater amounts of

“8 White & Louie 2005, s.v. ‘Dropout,’ 122.
9 Alten 2014, 29.

0 Cameron 1978, 73; Everest 1994, 89.
> |llingworth ed. 1998, s.v. 'Noise,' 384.
2 Eargle 1992, 3.

%3 Alten 2014, 29.

>4 Cameron 1978, 260.

% Ford 1993), 27.
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this noise can be generated by faulty components and connections,®” and when
intermittent, it can be called static.>®

Even when no signal has been recorded onto it, a similar noise can be
heard on magnetic tape as tape hiss.*® Eargle notes that 'the listener is almost
always aware of tape noise under critical listening conditions.'®® This is separate
from modulation noise, or 'noise that is present only in company with a signal... in
analog tape recorders, the recording process has a certain "granularity” due to
the fact that the magnetic characteristics of the tape are not completely uniform...
A recorded signal has an irregularity that sounds like the addition of noise.'®

Hum is usually recognised as a form of noise, but has a discernable
period and pitch content. Often its frequency is the same (or a multiple of) the
frequency of the local alternating current,® and 'imposes itself on a signal
through the effect of stray magnetic fields, the proximity of AC lines, or through
improper grounding.'®® Hum-like noises can be heard throughout Guided By
Voices' album Bee Thousand. Other forms of electromagnetic interference can be
caused by fluorescent lamps, computers, radio transmitters and even radio and
television broadcasts.®* Like vocal pops, it can be debated as to whether hum
and electrical interferences are specifically phonographic imperfections rather
than technical oversights, but they are closely involved with phonographic
technologies themselves.

In a similar fashion, acoustic noises generated by phonographic

technology can be recorded onto the medium. Ty Ford warns that ‘amp circuits,

*® Jorgensen 1974, 103.

5" Cameron 1978, 73.

%8 White & Louie 2005, s.v. 'Static,' 373.

% White & Louie 2005, s.v. ‘Tape Hiss," 386.

% Eargle 1992, 315.

®. White & Louie 2005, s.v. 'Modulation Noise,' 241.

®2 White & Louie 2005, s.v. 'Hum," 189.

8 \Wadhams 1988, s.v. 'Hum,' 112.

% White & Louie 2005, s.v. 'Electromagnetic Interference,’ 135.
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mike cables, and instrument cables can become microphonic... when this
happens, the device conducts any physical vibrations and turns them into
thumps, clicks, or other noises... Mike or instrument cables can generate noise by

'S A relatively

being slapped, tapped or simply moved during the performance.
low-frequency acoustic noise sometimes picked up by a purpose-built
microphone, too, is rumble, which can originate in the mechanical operation of a
tape recorder or turntable.®® The motor of Daniel Johnston's cassette recorder,

for example, can be heard throughout digital reissues of his aloum Hi, How Are

You.

More Complex 'Lo-fi Causes' in Phonography

As well as 'lo-fi effects," it is useful to briefly consider 'lo-fi causes’, especially
when the resulting lo-fi effects are often so multifarious. Improper use and
maintenance of phonographic devices - compact cassette recorders as well other
tape recorders - and storage media can cause a wide variety of lo-fi effects, and
this is likely to be the main cause of them in independent and indie music.
Troubleshooting guides tabulating imperfections, their causes and ways to
correct them are provided in manuals such as those by Jorgensen and Bruce and
Jenny Bartlett.®’

A lack of care and cleanliness in handling magnetic tape and tape
recorders can cause a number of lo-fi effects - largely dropouts, high-frequency
loss and frequency modulation - and such equipment must be cleaned regularly
and stored properly. Sweat and oil from skin can break down the binder holding
the oxide to the tape, causing dropouts, and can attract dirt and dust,

compromising the recording and playback of signals, especially at high

% Ford 1993, 26.
€ Cameron 1978, 44.
8" Jorgensen 1974, 142, 148-152; Bartlett 2013, 247-254.
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frequencies.® Dirt and debris on the tape heads or capstans can scrape the
oxide coating off the tape, causing dropouts and frequency modulation.®® Tape
can be distanced from the recording and playback heads by accumulated dirt and
shed oxide particles in the equipment and by creases in the tape resulting in
separation loss, causing dropouts and a loss of high frequencies.” Stretching
tape can cause frequency modulation,”* and tape should be stored away from
moisture, heat, direct sunlight or magnets. "

One less well-known aspect of tape recorder maintenance is that the tape
heads should be demagnetised (or 'degaussed'’) using a special tool every 8-10
hours of use, since residual magnetism builds up in them. Magnetised heads can
erase high-frequency signals and increase harmonic distortion and noise levels.”
Similarly, the positions of the recording and playback heads and their relation to
the tape (variables of 'height, azimuth, zenith, wrap, rack’) can shift,
compromising signals - again, especially in the high frequencies - and must
periodically be readjusted.’ (Ironically, both demagnetising and head adjustment
were recommended in the same independent-music magazines in which lo-fi
aesthetics can first be seen - see Chapter 3).

Copying analog tape signals will always result in 'some degradation in

'"> and 'at least

noise, distortion, and time base stability [i.e. frequency modulation]
3 decibels more noise than the original, no matter how good the tape recorder
is."”® This was a particular problem for cassette releases and bootlegs. Another

form of copying, internal to the production process but also adding these lo-fi

% Gottlieb 2007, 92.

% Jorgensen 1974, 142, 150.

© Huber & Runstein 2005, 206; Jorgensen 1974, 143.
"> Gottlieb 2007, 92.

2 Gottlieb 2007, 93.

3 Huber & Runstein 2005, 206; Jorgensen, 1974, 143.
" Eargle 1992, 3; Huber & Runstein 2005, 206.

> Eargle 1992, 316.

® White & Louie 2005, s.v. 'Noise,' 258.
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effects, is bouncing, in which multiple tape tracks in a multitrack recorder are
copied onto a single, different track in order to free up those tracks for the
recording of further parts.”” Bouncing would have been commonly used by
multitrack-tape-recording artists such as Guided By Voices and Ariel Pink,
especially when their recorders were 'four-tracks' - the cheapest and most basic
form of multitrack recorder, allowing only four tape tracks to be recorded and
mixed for a master.

The greater vulnerability of high frequencies in tape-recording results in a
key characteristic of most recordings considered lo-fi - their 'muffled’ sound. The
word 'muddy' is similar and is frequently seen in writing on such recordings, and
appears in audio production literature too. Bruce and Jenny Bartlett define
muddiness as a lack of clarity, and attribute it to a lack of high frequencies, but
also to leakage between tracks and excessive reverberation.’® Such a conflation
of different forms of lo-fi effects is common in popular music discourse. As we
saw with Wadhams's 'in the mud," one of the most common metaphors for lo-fi
sound involves 'mud' and 'dirt." This association stretches from the equipment
itself being literally compromised by dirt, to - as we will see - a characterisation of

lo-fi artists as existing in or obscured by a kind of cultural dirt.

Non-Phonographic Imperfections

Even the literature dedicated to audio technology recognises a range of
imperfections and unwanted sounds that we might call non-phonographic, and
though 'lo-fi' is named after a phonographic imperfection, non-phonographic
imperfections play an important role in characterisations of it. One category of

these is what | will call performance noises. As well as pops, the noises

" White & Louie 2005, s.v. 'Bounce,' 51.
8 Bartlett 2014, 247-248, 474.
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emanating from a vocal performances might be mouth clicks (resulting from a
mouth that is too dry or too wet)”® and excessive sibilance (which can be
exacerbated by saturation distortion).®’ Too wide a dynamic range within vocal
delivery and an excessive bass boost due to too close proximity to the
microphone are also considered problems.®! In his book on microphones, John
Borwick identifies performance noises derived from the use of instruments as well
as voices, calling them 'mechanical noise,... a variety of incidental... noises, sniffs
or grunts, and microphone placement needs to... keep them to a minimum.’
Focussing largely on classical recording, Borwick identifies 'pedal action on
piano, key rattling on wind instruments, page turning and foot stamping by the
conductor," as imperfections to be avoided.® Such performance noises can
frequently be heard in recordings considered lo-fi during the 1980s and 1990s.
They include coughing, sniffing, page-turning and chair sounds and will be
discussed in the relevant chapters.

Non-phonographic noises not generated by a performance, or
environmental noises, are present but slightly less common. Within a realist
aesthetics, they provide evidence of a recording setting that is not a
soundproofed professional studio, and include sounds of passing vehicles,
household noises, the sounds of neighbours and animals. Other evidence of
recording setting can be inferred from the subtle reverberation surrounding
recorded signals due to a room acoustic that differs from the acoustically dry
conditions preferred in a professional popular-music recording studio (a factor
that appears to have played a significant role in Jandek's reception - Chapter 4).

Alten notes that the particular dimensions and shape of a room can cause certain

" Ford 1993, 26.

8 Huber & Runstein 2006, 170-171.
8 Huber & Runstein 2006, 170-171.
82 Borwick 1990, 180.
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frequencies to resonate more than others.®® Reverb has little to do with fidelity
itself, but as in the Bartletts' manual, it can contribute to a ‘'muddy’ quality and
was often confused or conflated with phonographic imperfection, especially in the
2000s (Chapter 7).

Some lo-fi effects - production imperfections - derive from using tape-
recording equipment with a less than professional standard of editing or mixing,
and might fall in to the realm of technical rather than technological imperfections.
Professionally, retakes and edits are not supposed to be noticeable, but in
recordings considered lo-fi, they often are. Similarly, tape or other media simply
running out would not be tolerated on most professional master recordings, but
can probably be heard on Bob Dylan's Basement Tapes (at the end of the track
'900 Miles') and on Jandek's Ready for the House (at the end of 'European
Jewel"). Often the sounds of an operator pressing the record, pause and stop
buttons remain on a master tape, too. On some recordings (such as those of
Daniel Johnston), material recorded earlier can be briefly heard prior to its
erasure or overlay by new material such as new song, and lo-fi artists often chop
and change between recording sessions on the same tape.

'‘Mistakes' of a more traditionally musical sort - typically attributed to
‘amateurism’ - such as wrong chords, imperfect timing or tuning are also common
and can be considered performance imperfections (the larger category within
which performance noises can be included). Such imperfections have fallen
within an aesthetics of primitivism and naivety, which also extends to the use of
‘primitive’ equipment itself. Beat Happening and Willis Earl Beal, for example,

sometimes used pots and pans or clapping rather than more conventional

8 Alten 2014, 32-36.
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percussion instruments, and continuous with this is the ubiquitous

characterisation of the instruments of lo-fi artists as 'cheap’ or 'toys.’

Lo-Fi Aesthetics versus Aesthetics of Distortion, Noise and

Glitch

The appreciation of distortion and noise is not limited to lo-fi aesthetics, of course,
and lo-fi aesthetics - or, certainly, the category of lo-fi that arose late in the
twentieth century - does not extend to all appreciations for distortion and noise.
The difference lies in the ways in which distortion and noise are understood to be
imperfections in lo-fi. Though lo-fi effects might not ultimately be considered by
their adherents to be imperfections, the harmonic distortion of the electric guitar is
still less often understood as an imperfection by its adherents. More specifically,
a distinction should be made between lo-fi aesthetics' understanding of distortion
and noise as a lack of technique - the result of an impaired or impeded music-
making context - that is generally more passively accepted, and other
understandings of distortion and noise as becoming a technique itself, actively
employed. In other words, whereas lo-fi aesthetics is non- or anti-technocratic,
other aesthetics of distortion and noise constitute new kinds of technocracy -
something quite different. Furthermore, however close together they get, 'the
music' (in a limited, more traditional sense) and its recording imperfections are
always considered to be differentiable in the aesthetics of lo-fi, the latter merely
framing the former. In other aesthetics of distortion or noise, the imperfections
cannot be formally separated from 'the music' - distortion or noise becomes the
music.

Again, however, lo-fi aesthetics and other aesthetics of (former)

imperfections exist on a continuum. The harmonic distortion employed on many
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electric guitars can be considered an imperfection inasmuch as the more extreme
distortion heard in rock music was partly a result of broken or damaged and thus
impaired amplifiers in the 1950s. Michael Hicks shows how this gave rise to
greater distortion and a form known as 'fuzz' in particular.®* By the 1960s,
however, fuzz came to be created using new technologies: 'fuzz controls'
incorporating switches, and later, more timbrally complex amplifiers and effects
pedals. Distortion aesthetics do not develop as that of an imperfect, impaired or
impeded sound as the phonographic timbres of lo-fi aesthetics do, however.
Hicks sees it as prefigured in the 'growl and plunger' style of playing jazz and the
'boot’ style of playing tenor saxophone in rhythm and blues, and in the tradition of
early twentieth-century futurism: ‘through its aggressive, futuristic sound,' he
writes, 'fuzz was at the core of the machismo aesthetic of a new rock avant-
garde."® Music critic Lester Bangs wrote in 1971 about 'the fuzztone subways of

the future,'®®

and musicologist Robert Walser notes that distortion came to be
'perceived in terms of power rather than failure.'®” In most cases, power, intensity
and modernity or the future are the antithesis of lo-fi and even indie aesthetics as
a whole. And as we will see in Chapter 3, the aesthetics of punk rock were
somewhat different from lo-fi aesthetics in this regard, at least in the 1970s and
1980s.

The literature on noise's meaning and aesthetics, both philosophically and
in music, is extensive, and often sees techn(olog)ical noise as continuous with

the wider category of unwanted sound, and as a negationist form of social

protest.®® The latter is appropriate to lo-fi, especially where its anti-technocratic

8 Hicks 2000, 12-22.

8 Hicks 2000, 22.

8 Bangs 1971a, 55.

87 Walser 1993, 42.

8 | evarie 1977, Attali (1977) 1985, Kahn 1999, Worby 2000, Collis 2008, Hegarty 2009,
Demers 2010, Novak 2013.
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aesthetics intersect with the anti-industrial and anti-normative politics of indie
music. As Hicks does with distortion, however, an aesthetics of noise is
frequently traced back to Luigi Russolo's futurist manifesto The Art of Noises,
which, again, expressed an aesthetics of power, intensity and modernity.®® Noise
has typically been considered the Other of music, and after Russolo, what is
sometimes called 'noise music' has sought to include hitherto non-musical
sounds within the domain of music: Paul Hegarty asserts that the history of noise
'is a history of how, in the twentieth century, noise has become a resource, was
incorporated into musicality and rejected musicality, all the while occurring in the
place of music.”®® In such cases, noise is no longer 'unwanted sound' but
‘formerly unwanted sound' or 'sound unwanted by other listeners' and in some
senses is no longer noise per se, especially when it becomes a dominant
compositional technique - a 'resource’ - or is considered a dominant appeal. In lo-
fi aesthetics, noise is typically less a resource than a comparatively incidental
effect. Even in the 2000s, when lo-fi effects were often considered on a par with
musical instruments in aesthetic significance (Chapter 7), the lo-fi effects could
not have dispensed with the music they acted upon, however obscured it was, or
else the aesthetics of ghosts, memory and pathos that arose during that period
would have been impossible.

One category of late twentieth-century popular music that might be
considered to impinge upon lo-fi aesthetics is 'glitch," written about by Kim
Cascone, Torben Sangild and Eliot Bates.®" Glitch is a genre of electronic music
that developed during the 1990s based on the glitching sounds of digital
technologies such as CDs, and although Cascone, Sangild and Bates define

glitches broadly as any form of malfunction in musical technology, even 'the

8 Russolo (1913) 1986.
% Hegarty 2009, ix.
91 Cascone 2000, Sangild 2004, Bates 2004.
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fragility and vulnerability of technology'®

itself, this genre is at the centre of their
accounts. As with distortion and noise, digital glitches become a musical
technique rather than lo-fi's lack of technique or technology: as Cascone writes in
his essay 'The Aesthetics of Failure,' 'today's digital technology enables artists to
explore new territories for content by capturing and examining the area beyond

the boundary of "normal” functions and uses of software.'*?

As Bates writes, 'what
in one context is considered a poor representation of music, in another [i.e.
glitch], becomes music itself."®* While Cascone, Sangild and Bates recognise and
are interested in the ways that, like the damaged amplifiers of the 1950s, glitch
originates from an impairment or impediment, in their accounts glitch becomes
not an 'aesthetics of failure' but a new, if somewhat ironic, futurist-leaning
aesthetics of sonic-technocratic achievement.®> A monograph by Caleb Kelly,
Cracked Media: The Sound of Malfunction, includes both glitch and noise within
its comprehensive discussion of 'cracked media,' but again, the cracking of this
media is not ultimately an impairment of that technology but a new technology
itself: "Cracked Media" are the tools of media playback expanded beyond their
original function as a simple playback device for prerecorded sound or image.
"The crack” is a point of rupture or a place of chance occurrence, where unique
events take place that are ripe for exploitation toward new creative possibilities.'*®
Rhetoric of this sort is hardly to be seen in the discourse of lo-fi.

Of course, the distinctions between lo-fi and other instances of distortion,

other instances of noise, and other instances of technological malfunction are not

absolute so long as some part of a discourse recognises them as imperfections

%2 sangild 2004, 268.

% Cascone 2000,14.

% Bates 2004, 275, 287.

% A clearer 'aesthetics of failure’ can be found in the reception of recordings by William
Basinski and The Caretaker - see Chapter 7.

% Kelly 2009, 4.
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to whatever extent, however remotely. A thesis taking in a broader area would
have incorporated them. However, this would have entailed moving further away
from the category of lo-fi in popular music discourse, because - and this is
another reason distortion, noise and glitch are not discussed more extensively in
this thesis - there is very little overlap between the discourse of lo-fi and
discourses of guitar distortion, noise music or glitch. Before we continue, then -

what is this discourse of lo-fi?

The Discourse of Lo-Fi

If lo-fi aesthetics is the protagonist of this thesis, then its discourse - no less
significant - provides the setting, the plot and many of the supporting characters.
Much of what this thesis hopes to offer lies in the uncovering, curation and
presentation of this discourse, which to date has been hardly engaged with in
research on lo-fi and in much of popular music studies in general. The 'popular
music discourse' of this thesis's title refers to publications in which popular music
is reported on, reviewed, and discussed in other ways, and everything within
them. This includes books and films chronicling popular music history or
criticising recordings, periodicals ranging from the New York Times to small
homemade music fanzines such as Vicious Hippies from Panda Hell, and texts
including articles, reviews, websites, blogs, letters, advertisements and design
elements. It is limited to English-language publications and in particular those of
the USA and UK, which appear to have the most extensive role in defining lo-fi.
As writers such as Matthew Bannister have noted, it is produced by and caters to
a predominantly white, male and middle-class social group.”” This is generally

also the social group occupied by many of the musicians involved, but with a few

" Bannister 2006b.



34

notable exceptions that express lo-fi's periodic interest in the exotic. In particular,
a notable trend among musicians considered lo-fi is that they made their music in
the less metropolitan geographies of the US, while the discourse interested in
them was mostly based in New York or London. As we will see, the geographic
dimension plays a role in narratives of musicians and the aesthetics of their
music, paralleling notions of sonic and temporal distance.

My unusually extensive and detailed citation of and engagement with this
discourse is quite deliberate. As well as the fact that the manifestation of lo-fi
aesthetics in discourse serves as my necessary and key focus, the amount of
evidence | present serves to provide a more comprehensive and nuanced
account of popular music aesthetics and history than has been provided by other
studies in this area.® But discourse does a lot more than simply give an account
of lo-fi, and my usage of the term follows Foucault's, together with the latter's
observations and conclusions thereon.*® | do not assume that an accumulation of
'statements’ (in Foucauldian terms) on lo-fi amounts to a transparent
representation of it as a really existing object. Lo-fi is an idea, a space of
possibilities and impossibilities, constructed by its discourse for certain
enunciative purposes concerning aesthetics and ultimately ideology, which | hope
will slowly become clear. Nor do | assume, indeed, that the unity and continuity of
a discourse on lo-fi or on popular music is a simple given: it is a raft of smaller
continuities between individual statements, supplied by the recurring identification
of certain recording imperfections, the recurring focus on certain musicians and
recordings, the use of terms like 'lo-fi," and the continuity and intertextuality with

which the particular statements and institutions through which all of these appear

% As well as the less critical or historicising accounts of lo-fi in non-academic texts (e.g.
Spencer 2008), McConnell's research on the aesthetics of cassettes in the Pacific Northwest
of the early 1980s (2006) is particularly undermined by a less detailed reading of the
surrounding discourse. These problems are discussed in Chapter 3.

% Foucault (1969) 2002.
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are disseminated and consumed. This raft is subtly balanced and lashed together
according to my own critical judgement.

This process involves much discontinuity, too, through which some
definitions of lo-fi, and ultimately the concept itself, begin to disintegrate.
Following Foucault, lo-fi 'is no more than an initial approximation that must allow

'100 1t is useful to

relations to appear that may erase the limits of this initial outline.
define lo-fi as much by what it was not as what it was, and while time is taken to
explore continuities in the rhetoric used by previous generations of participants in
its discourse, time is also taken to register discord and differentiation within it
where it has previously been missed, together with their outcomes: discontinuities
in the reception of non-phonographic and phonographic imperfections,
discontinuities between different levels and subcategories of the discourse,
aesthetic discontinuities between different genres and different eras, and the
limits of a positive appreciation for imperfection. | have also made minor
departures from the mapping of this discourse throughout, intervening in order to
examine the associated recordings and their imperfections in more detail than it
does (as | did above, when drawing on the quite differentiable discourse of audio
engineering), or to neglect certain artists and genres sometimes associated with
lo-fi but only rarely actually brought within its aesthetic by the discourse, whatever
the rhetoric.

We thus begin to see what is at stake in the discursive formation of lo-fi:
knowledge - the very generation, dissemination and comprehension of ways and
objects of listening, and the complex networks of feedback between the

discourse's participants in musicians, writers, listeners and ideas. It involves not

only the establishment of certain rules and objects in the field of aesthetics (such

19 Foucault (1969) 2002, 33.
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as lo-fi effects and that they are attractive), but the (in)visibility and intelligibility of
certain musics as a whole and as opposed to others. From its position of
authority in the form of widely trusted periodicals largely assumed to have access
to the world of popular music, its truth and its best texts past and present, this
discourse decides which musicians are visible and how visible, and what is
salient about their lives and music. It decides, for example, that amateur
cassettes are to be generally considered lo-fi while passing over their
heterogeneity in favour of certain prominent rock bands, and it decides that Willis
Earl Beal is an 'outsider' who should be appreciated as such. As Bannister has
noted, these decisions regularly accumulate - positively or negatively - along lines

101 this thesis can elaborate on these

of race, gender and geography;
observations, and add disability and mental iliness to them. All these discursive
decisions about music become assumptions, in turn informing the writing of

history inside and outside of the academy, the production of new music (see the

‘curation’ of Willis Earl Beal - Chapter 8), the production of ideology at large, and

ultimately the production of reality.

Independent and Indie Music Discourse

One major subcategory of popular music discourse to concern us here is
independent or indie music discourse, the area where the most and earliest
evidence for a lo-fi aesthetics emerges. Independent or indie music is generally
understood to be produced away from the music industry's largest record labels.
During the 1980s, 'independent’ was a quite sharply delineated category: Op
magazine, for example, would review anything except records on ‘'labels

distributed or owned by the entertainment giants (e.g. WEA, CBS, RCA, MCA,

101 Bannister 2006b
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WMI).''%% But since the 1990s, it has become ‘indie,’ a term that usually connotes
particular forms of rock and pop music rather than a relation of the music's
production to commercial industry. In this thesis, | differentiate between these two
phases of a discourse that is, loosely, continuous at a higher level.

The 'independent’ music discourse of the 1980s was based in magazines
with smaller circulations and often claimed no genre preferences at all, only that
the origin of the music was 'independent,’ and was frequently explicit about the
politics of this position. Thus, independent music magazines wrote on electronic,
experimental, non-Western and even classical musics, reviewing cassettes that
readers sent in. These things were not generally done in ‘indie’ discourse, which
here refers to the expanded and often more commercially developed discourse
(regarding both the musicians it covered and in sales of publications) that
followed, for example, the triple-platinum-selling punk or 'alternative' album
Nevermind by Nirvana, released in 1991. In the US, indie was in some ways the
alternative to 'alternative,' and lo-fi, certainly, was seen as a resistance to any
commercial encroachment upon indie music in the wake of Nevermind (see
Chapter 6).

Anthropologist Wendy Fonarow also notes that the term 'indie' no longer
reflects the relation of the music's production to commercial industry.*®® Though
focussing almost entirely on the UK, her book Empire of Dirt: The Aesthetics and
Rituals of British Indie Music offers one of the most comprehensive studies of
indie music. For Fonarow, indie's ontology lies in discourses and practices: 'indie
is not a thing at all and is therefore not describable in the same manner as a
stable object. Although indie has no exact definition, the discourse and practices

around multiple descriptions and definitions of indie detail a set of principles that

192.5p 1982, 15.
193 Eonarow 2006, 39.
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reveal the values and issues at stake for the community... indie is constituted by
a distinct discourse, a discourse typified and consolidated by the British weekly

music press.'***

Fonarow too readily dismisses the US as having a category of
‘alternative’ instead of an 'independent’ or 'indie' music, and her study does not
engage with the US music press. Her observations on the role of the British
weekly music press, however, can well be extended to US-based indie discourse.
She continues on the power of discourse: 'for young fans, these papers are highly
influential in shaping their opinions. Often, they directly paraphrase the weekly
press reviews when giving their opinions about bands... They attribute their
purchases to recommendations from the weekly press and from friends.'**®
Fonarow sees indie discourse as based around an aesthetics that has

much in common with Puritanism and Romanticism. As such, it 'protest[s]...
against the church of mainstream music. Indie calls nostalgically for a return to
and restoration of "original* musical practices and ideals. It is:

A community shaped by similar concerns regarding

authority, exploitation, the nature of "authentic”

experience... Indie is a musical community centrally focused

on how an audience can have the purest possible

experience of music. In this endeavor, indie fans locate

themselves as the anointed disciples of music who, through

their own system of authenticity, recognize true value in

- 107
music.
In indie, the aesthetic outcome of this ideological position is 'an espousal

of simplicity and austerity, a hypervaluation of childhood and childlike imagery, a
nostalgic sensibility, a technophobia, and a fetishization of the guitar... [indie is]

anti-technological, anti-futuristic, and longs for the presumed purity of the past.'*%

194 Fonarow 2006, 25, 27.
195 Fonarow 2006, 26.
1% Fonarow 2006, 28.
197 Eonarow 2006, 30.
198 Eonarow 2006, 39, 50.



39

Many of these aspects can be associated with lo-fi - indeed, Fonarow observes
that 'much of indie music has a raw, underproduced quality, and occasionally
even established and popular performers release four-track or eight-track
recordings as opposed to the industry standard of twenty-four tracks... for indie, a

raw, simple, underproduced quality to sound suggests closeness to the

1109

wellspring of musical creativity."” These raw qualities are technical as well as

technological - echoing Frith:

Many indie bands are considered lacking in technical
proficiency, but this is viewed as a positive attribute within
the indie community, because musicianship is viewed as
formal training that distances a performer from the essence
of music... Formal musical training is seen as a form of
mediation between musician and music. One of the most
damning insults that can be levelled at a musician is to be
called a "muso," implying a technically proficient musician
without spirit or emotional attachment to the music he or
she plays.**°

Seeing indie as 'forged in opposition to... "the mainstream,™ Fonarow uses the
term 'lo-fi,’ finding that ‘indie opposed mainstream's many stylistic flourishes, such
as studio overdubbing or pre-programmed dance rhythms, hence indie's

"1 The idea that practically all of indie is lo-fi, or

persistent lo-fi production style.
mildly so, is common,**? but this thesis is concerned in particular with that
subcategory of indie that is perceived as marked by significant numbers and
intensities of lo-fi effects, or routinely considered to fall within a category called
lo-fi.!

Matthew Bannister's White Boys, White Noise: Masculinities and 1980s

Indie Guitar Rock is the other key monograph on indie music.*** Focussing on

199 Fonarow, 2006, 41, 42.

10 Fonarow, 2006, 42-43.

1 Fonarow, 2006, 63.

12 E g.: Reynolds (1986) 2007, 15; Dolan 2010, 457.
113 Bannister 2006b.
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gender and use of the guitar particularly, it gives a detailed account of the

category of indie and its use and ideologies of technology.**

Another key text on
indie as a discourse is Ryan Hibbett's article 'What is Indie Rock?'** Hibbett
focuses on rock within mainly US indie and takes a more critical approach, but
reaches similar conclusions to Fonarow. He persuasively characterises indie rock
as an arena for the accumulation of Pierre Bourdieu's ‘cultural capital,’ concluding
that 'indie rock exists largely as an absence, a nebulous "other,” or as a negative
value that acquires meaning from what it opposes. Indie rock is far from a static
entity; rather, it is a malleable space filled by discourse and power, whose
meaning is always under construction by various agents (bands, listeners, labels,

critics, etc.) with diverse objectives.'*®

Within this negative framework, ‘'obscurity
becomes a positive feature, while exclusion is embraced as the necessary
consequence of the majority's lack of "taste." Indie rock enthusiasts (those
possessing knowledge of indie rock, or "insiders") comprise a social formation
similar to the intellectuals or the avant-garde of high culture.”*” As we will see,
Hibbett goes on to locate the function of lo-fi effects within this discourse.

David Hesmondhalgh's essay on indie describes it as a 'popular music
genre,' that emerged in the 1980s.*® For him, the aesthetics favoured in UK indie
was backward-looking, ‘constructing a canon of white, underground rock
references.** Hesmondhalgh notes 'indie's celebration of obscurity and failure,’
but concludes that it ‘was intended as a gesture of contempt for those who

1120
B

revelled in a notion of success founded on competitive individualism. y

% Bannister 2006b, 57-90, 112-131.

15 Hibbett 2005.

118 Hibbett 2005, 58. Sarah Thornton offers a very similar concept, calling it 'subcultural
capital’ - (1996).

" Hibbett 2006, 57.

18 Hesmondhalgh 1999, 35.

19 Hesmondhalgh 1999, 38.

120 Hesmondhalgh 1999, 55.
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contrast, the ideology of US lo-fi aesthetics was quite different - it was the gesture
of the individual in defiance of technocracy, its normative standards, and the
resulting expectations of society at large.

Independent music and its discourse generally shared a similar, relatively
minor cultural location and mode of production. Periodicals that predominantly
covered independent music were either reproduced using a photocopier or
reached a minimal industrial standard of magazine or newspaper production. In
the main part of the thesis (Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5), a significant proportion of the
discourse is maintained by three US publications: Op (1979-1984), Sound Choice
(1985-1992) and Option (1985-1998). Based in Olympia, Washington, and edited
by John Foster, Op is regularly considered to be a foundational publication in US
independent music, and developed out of the radio station of Evergreen State
College, KAOS, and its policy of playing independent records 80% of the time.*?*
Op and the 'Lost Music Network' which it represented became a way to keep
track of this music, and was organised along the lines of a directory or
encyclopaedia, with each issue being assigned a letter rather than a number and
much of its contents (musicians, geographies, genres and so on) focussing on
words beginning with the assigned letter. Issued bi-monthly from January 1982,
Op covered music of all genres, and issues contained articles, interviews, lists of
radio stations and other periodicals, advertisements and even guides to music
technology, but extensive sections in which new releases - including cassettes -
were given reviews of usually 100-200 words increasingly came to constitute
most of the magazine's content. By the time it finished with Z in 1984, Op had

approximately a thousand subscribers.*??

121 Azerrad 2001, 457; Dominic dir. 2006 (film.); McConnell 2006, 164-170; Spencer 2008,
231-232; Baumgarten 2012, 29-37.
122 \Woodward 1992.
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Sound Choice and Option were set up by separate staffs in Ojai, California
and New York respectively with the aim of continuing the work and format of Op.
Edited by David Ciaffardini, Sound Choice maintained Op's handmade design
style and expressed strong political opinions on the place, value and preservation
of independent music. In 1991 it had more than 5000 readers.**® Originally edited
by Scott Becker and Richie Unterberger, Option's design was more formal, and
by the early 1990s had turned away from its previous independent music remit to
one more centred on indie rock and pop, running advertisements from much

124

larger businesses and depicting Nirvana on its cover in 1992.”“" That year,

Option had reached a circulation of ‘about 24,000."*%°

Also launching in 1985, the monthly Spin magazine soon became the
premier magazine for alternative music in the US with a circulation of 225,000 in
1990.?° Much of the magazine's earlier expressions of lo-fi aesthetics are to be
found in Byron Coley's 'Underground’ column, which surveyed less well-known
releases from the independent scene. In the 2000s, Spin faced competition from
the website Pitchfork, which was receiving 150,000 visits a day by 2006.*?" US-
based fortnightly magazine Rolling Stone, as the long-standing most prominent
rock magazine in the world, did not often cover music as peripheral as lo-fi, but
where it did it is included in this study.

As Fonarow notes, in the UK indie music discourse was maintained by
three weekly newspapers, colloquially known as the ‘inkies***: New Musical

Express (or NME - founded 1952), Melody Maker (1926-2000, when it was

merged with NME) and Sounds (1970-1991). In 1993 - the height of interest in a

123 \Woodward 1992.
124 Option 1992a.

125 Guy 1992, 6B.

126 Rosen 1990.

127 1tzkoff 2006.
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category of lo-fi - NME and Melody Maker had a combined circulation of
175,000.*?° General national newspapers in the UK, Ireland, North America and
Australasia are also included in this study, since they have often covered
independent or indie music and musicians.

Below the level of newspapers and magazines, with much smaller
circulations and production costs, are what are known as ‘fanzines’ or ‘zines.' In
his key study of fanzines, Stephen Duncombe defines them as 'noncommercial,
nonprofessional, small-circulation magazines which their creators produce,
publish and distribute by themselves.'*** He estimated that (in 1997) 'zine
readership... [was] most likely in the 500,000-750,000 range,' and that music
zines 'make up the largest genre of zines in the United States today.'**! By the
late 1990s, indie music discourse based in fanzines was in decline, their format
increasingly outcompeted by the internet and the weblogging opportunities of
platforms like Blogger. Chapters 7 and 8, focussing on the 2000s and 2010s,
refer to a number of websites and blogs maintaining a discursive role much like

that of fanzines in the 1980s and 1990s.

A Category of Lo-fi and its Canons

Lo-fi itself - or at least the term 'lo-fi' - garnered most attention in popular music
discourse when it was perceived as an emerging or stable category (even a
'movement’) of music-making according to the narrative | gave above: a form of
popular music that had poor sound quality and other rough qualities because it
was recorded in a 'do-it-yourself' fashion by amateurs on amateurs' equipment,

and its practitioners and fans liked it that way. There are certain key texts in the

'2% Fonarow 2006, 13.

%% Duncombe 1997, 6.

31 Duncombe 1997, 14, 9. My research takes in the Factsheet Five Collection at the New
York State Library, an archive of fanzines of all kinds dating between 1985 and 1992. At the
time of writing, no such public archive apparently exists for UK fanzines.
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establishment of this discursive category in popular music which will be further
engaged in the main part of the thesis whose status and claims require
introduction here.
The most widely-read of these was probably an almost full-page article by

Matt Diehl published in the New York Times in August 1994 under the headline
'‘Lo-Fi Rockers Opt for Raw Over Slick:'

In using a more stripped-down approach to recording, such

artists draw on methods that are rooted in rock-and-roll

history. Alternately called lo-fi, referring to the rough sound

guality resulting from such an approach, or D.1.Y., an

acronym for "do it yourself," this tradition is distinguished by

an aversion to state-of-the-art recording techniques.

Professional recording studios are often passed over in

favor of four- and eight-track recorders or even Sony

Walkmans... Instruments and amplifiers also tend to be

whatever's cheap and available rather than high tech, their

sonic limitations central to the esthetic... In a world of

sterile, digitally recorded Top 40, lo-fi elucidates the raw

seams of the artistic process.™*?
Note that, as is often the case, Diehl conflates 'lo-fi' (by implication, low-fidelity),
'D.LY." (by implication, amateurs 'doing it themselves') and a ‘'rough sound
quality.’ This stands in clear contrast to another article published in the New York
Times seven years earlier on the amateur production of cassettes - announcing
that 'the artistic freedom, low cost, privacy and spontaneity of cassette recording
have encouraged thousands of performers to bypass the music business and do
it themselves' - but which makes no mention of poor sound or other 'rough’
qualities of those cassettes.'®

As we will see in Chapter 6, a number of similar articles on lo-fi appeared

in the dedicated music press between 1992 and 1994. Of these, the most

significant appeared in Option as part of a special lo-fi themed issue or 'Lo-Fi

132 pbiehl 1994.
133 pareles 1987, C13.
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1134

Lovefest:' Brad Lips's 'We'll Take the Lo Road.'™™" Lips noted that ‘more and more

indie bands are shunning the studio polish needed to fit into "alternative” radio
formats, and while still marginalized, their homemade sounds are finding
welcome outlets like never before... Recording at home takes indie rock's do-it-

yourself aesthetic to its extreme... [and] avoids the industry glitz associated with

1135

major label contracts.”” The 'Lo Road' of Lips's title is an ironic inversion of both

the term and meaning of 'the high road," reflecting the common idea that lo-fi is a
more culturally noble and authentic form of musical production than that of the
commercial music industry.

Bannister observed the formation and use of canons - or ‘canonism’ - in an
article published alongside his White Boys, White Noise (and sharing some of its
material).**® Like Hibbett's 'What is Indie Rock?,' Bannister's is one of the more
critical studies of indie, and like Hibbett, he sees it as a discourse founded on

privileged knowledge:

Indie did not simply arise organically out of developing
postpunk music networks, but was shaped by media
(particularly print), and was not just collective, but also
stratified, hierarchical, parochial and traditional. Canon
(articulated through practices of archivalism and
connoisseurship) is a key means of stratification within indie
scenes, produced by and serving particular social and
cultural needs for dominant social groups (within indie
scenes, for example, journalists, scenemakers,
tastemakers, record company owners, some musicians)...
But canon is also a way of historicising indie, not just
because it is historic (literally) but also because it can be
read historically as an archaeology of knowledge - it shows
how the discourse of independence was shaped. Canon-
related practices such as archivalism are not simply
cataloguing of the past - they are political and selective.™*’

134 | ips 1994.

135 | ips 1994, 76, 77.
136 Bannister 2006a.
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Bannister shows how canonism manifested in criticism, second-hand record
shops, record-collecting and pedagogy, and how it excluded women and black
musicians. As we will see, lo-fi's canon was partly built during a process by which
newer artists were repeatedly likened to older ones, especially favourably. But
the process of canonism is also remarkably clear in a number of publications
from the 1990s that consolidated categories of indie and indeed lo-fi by
assembling discographies and lists of great works and musicians. These texts
are included in my study, and among the most prominent were The Spin
Alternative Record Guide (1995), The All Music Guide to Rock (first edition: 1995,
second edition: 1997, third edition: 2002), Rolling Stone's Alt-Rock-a-Rama
(1996), The Trouser Press Guide to 90s Rock (1997), The Great Alternative and
Indie Discography (1999) and its revised and updated successor The Great Indie
Discography (2003).'%

Rolling Stone's Alt-Rock-a-Rama contains lists such as 'The 100 Most
Influential Alternative Releases of All Time," "The Greatest Garage Recordings of
the Twentieth Century,' 'The Fifty Most Significant Indie Records' and 'Fifteen
Essential Obscurities," but perhaps the clearest and most pertinent example of lo-
fi canonism is one that | will return to throughout the thesis, written by Mark Kemp
(then editor of Option) called ‘'The Lo-Fi Top Ten.'*** Mentioned were Hasil
Adkins, The Velvet Underground, Half Japanese, Billy Childish, Beat Happening,
Royal Trux, Sebadoh, Liz Phair, Guided By Voices, Daniel Johnston, Beck and
Pavement. The reception of all of these artists will be focussed on in subsequent
chapters, with the exception of Billy Childish (because his reception in the UK

during the 1980s does not significantly reflect lo-fi aesthetics), Royal Trux

138 Weisbard & Marks eds. 1995, Erlewine et al eds. 1995, Erlewine et al eds. 1997;
Bogdanov et al eds. 2002, Schinder et al eds. 1996, Robbins & Sprague eds. 1997, Strong
1999a, Strong 2003.

139 Kemp 1996.



a7

(because, again, their reception does not significantly reflect lo-fi aesthetics - their
difference from norms was typically seen as avant-garde rather than an
imperfection) and Liz Phair (because she became a studio artist with her debut
album, and her inclusion in categories of lo-fi rests on a series of demo tapes,
Girlysound, that were not widely covered in popular music discourse). In writing
each entry of the list, Kemp noted lo-fi as 'a self-conscious Artistic Statement,’
and that 'by the late eighties, the lo-fi aesthetic had been overrun by geeks who
wore coke-bottle glasses and spent their non-social lives in the basement
experimenting with tape loops on their four tracks.'**° Almost certainly a reference
to what was then known as Cassette Culture (see Chapter 3), this latter comment
expresses the exclusion of certain sorts of home-recording, particularly
experimental and electronic musics, from preferred categories of 'lo-fi.'

Despite the increasingly held idea that all home-recorded music was 'lo-fi,’
the All Music Guide provided separate entries for 'lo-fi' and 'cassette culture' in its
genres section. The entry for 'lo-fi," by former Option editor Richie Unterberger, is
perhaps the most comprehensive and accurate account of what lo-fi was held to
be by the 1990s: 'One of the most influential trends of alternative rock in the '90s
has deliberately cast itself in opposition to studio sophistication. Called "lo-fi"
artists... they see simple, even primitive recording quality as an advantage, not a
hindrance.”** Although, like many writers on lo-fi, Unterberger sees it as
stretching back to the birth of rock 'n' roll, he nevertheless concedes that 'virtually
all of the earlier records sounded primitive due to financial limitations rather than
conscious decision' (though he stops short of observing that those earlier records

probably did not 'sound primitive' to most listeners at the time). Thus for

10 Kemp 1996, 429.
1 Unterberger 1995a.
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142 A similar

Unterberger, lo-fi necessitates a 'conscious' (artistic) ‘decision.
summary of lo-fi appears in Unterberger's book Unknown Legends of Rock 'n’

Roll, which contains some passages on lo-fi and lo-fi artists,**® noting that 'the
occasional shiver in the vocal, or even click of the tape machine or wrong note,
let[s] us known that people, not machines, are behind the music.'***

Two non-academic books are of particular relevance to lo-fi. The first is
Amy Spencer's DIY: The Rise of Lo-Fi Culture, published in 2005 with a revised
and updated edition in 2008.**® For Spencer, 'lo-fi culture’ is synonymous with
independent, 'do-it-yourself' culture of all kinds and only approximately half of the
book is concerned with music (the other half is concerned with independent
publishing), with only a small proportion of that devoted to music more usually
considered 'lo-fi' and still less to phonographic imperfection. Some of Spencer's
claims will be addressed in Chapter 3.

The second book is Irwin Chusid's Songs in the Key of Z: The Curious
Universe of Outsider Music. As a DJ for WFMU, Chusid was an influential figure
in independent music during the 1980s. Intended as an equivalent of 'outsider art'
(art by those outside of the artistic establishment, especially those with mental
illnesses or intellectual disabilities), his category of ‘outsider music' has a
significant overlap with lo-fi, since such artists often lie outside of technocratic

norms or record their music away from professional studios. Chusid's 'outsider

music' and many of his observations reflect the 1980s atmosphere of primitivism

12 While the idea that lo-fi artists were being consciously and deliberately lo-fi became

important in popular music discourse during the 1990s (less so in the 1980s, when naivety
was admired and often presumed), the intentionality behind lo-fi is both difficult to establish
and of little use to this study, which focuses primarily on perceptions in discourse.

143 Unterberger 1998, 155-157 (on 'idiot savants' such as Daniel Johnston and Jandek), 302-
321 (on 'Lo-Fi Mavericks").

%4 Unterberger 1998, 321.

145 spencer 2008.
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that preceded lo-fi proper, and prefigured (and perhaps influenced) the reception

of Willis Earl Beal as an outsider in 2012 (see Chapter 8).

Other Research Relating to Lo-Fi

Academic discourse on lo-fi aesthetics will generally be treated separately from
popular music discourse, both because it is different from that of journalism and
because, often with a delay of years from the emergence of the music, the less
historicised, less diachronic nature of such studies sometimes causes a
retroactive selection bias for elements that emerged in discourse later on. This
leads to the simplistic impression left by, for example, the studies of Fonarow,
Hibbett, Kathleen McConnell**® and Emily Dolan*’ that indie or independent
music has always been or was always considered to have been anti-technocratic
or 'lo-fi." Nevertheless, a few key studies in this area should be addressed.

The study with the most comprehensive overlap with my own - though it
focuses only on the 1990s category of lo-fi - is Tony Grajeda's 'The Sound of
Disaffection."**® Seeking a 'genealogy of lo-fi,’ Grajeda's interest is in 'how
production values become coded as either corporate or alternative':

What is often at stake in the ethos of (anti-corporate)
independent music is precisely what it means to sound
alternative, to signify sonically an oppositional sensibility,
regardless of one's position in relation to the music industry.
While the cultural politics of popular music are frequently
limited to an analysis of the economic struggle between
independent and major labels, much less attention has

been given to how that struggle is Jolayed out both
aesthetically and technologically.**

145 McConnell 2006.
7 Dolan 2010.

18 Grajeda 2002.

19 Grajeda 2002, 358.
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Recognising that lo-fi is 'a discursive formation,’ Grajeda sees it within a dialectics
of 'perfection’: 'once it has been socially and culturally determined what
constitutes "perfect” sound (the flawless performance for instance), what returns
dialectically as the other of this order is nothing less than imperfection - the
"flawed" performance as a privileged (anti-)aesthetic for what the system
supposedly can never tolerate.'™® Grajeda assumes too much continuity between
the 'lo-fi' movement within indie rock and long-term discourse on recording fidelity
specifically, quoting texts on early sound reproduction technologies that precede
the antithesis that is lo-fi - as | show in Chapter 2, a more appropriate origin might
be found in discourse on folk music. In general however, my study is in
agreement with Grajeda’s, and aims to considerably expand his ‘genealogy of lo-
fi' with extensive discursive evidence.

Hibbett and Bannister, aware of indie's discursively constructed nature,
see lo-fi as one of its key signifiers. Hibbett shows that lo-fi effects are integral to
the cultivation of indie rock'’s cultural capital, seeing indie 'in the "bad voice"
tradition of Bob Dylan and Neil Young... attaining through lyrical depth and
minimal production a sound that is conscientiously "backwoods" or "bedroom,"
and finding that:

When one hears the crude "makings" of the song - the hiss,
the pressing of buttons, technical glitches, distortions - one
comes to trust it as both honest and real, or to read in its
imperfections a kind of blue-collar integrity. In the strangest
of ironies, the most direct evidence of production connotes
its absence, and a claim for artistic distinction is forwarded
through an aesthetics of working-class deprivation.***

The primitivism and anti-technocracy of indie is a consistent theme in Bannister's

White Boys, White Noise: 'musical creativity is equated with amateurism -

%0 Grajeda 2002, 357, 361.
*! Hibbett 2005, 59, 62.
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technique and mastery with redundancy. Skill is compromising as it implies that
one has been 'taken over' by technology or sees technique as an end in itself...

incompetence proves that, far from being a godlike 'star," you're just an ordinary

1152

guy, like the audience.'” Bannister sees qualities associated with lo-fi as central

to the category and function of indie, it being 'defined in terms of what it was not'"

Recordings often sound cheap, with amateurish, childlike or
obscure cover art. There is a tendency towards an aesthetic
of minimalism - 'less is more." Some of the limits were in
some cases pregiven: cheap guitars, primitive recordings,
and relatively amateur musicianship (especially singing),
but equally there was a tendency to regard such
“limitations" as intrinsic to the genre, as marking
"difference,” making a virtue of what was not always a
necessity.**?

Dolan's discussion of lo-fi in the context of a subcategory of indie, indie pop, will
be looked at further in relation to the band Beat Happening in Chapter 5. Her
conception of lo-fi's authenticity is persuasive - for Dolan, the honesty in lo-fi is
not merely a kind of unmediated transparency, but an honesty about mediation
itself:

The lo-fi sound world... draws attention to the mediating

technologies at work. Just as scratches on an old record or

the hiss of cassette tape break the illusion of an unmediated

experience with the music, so too the outdated instruments

and amateur playing draw attention to the technologies

behind the production. Here the ‘honesty' of this music does

not arise from the illusion of unmediated communication...

but rather from openly emphasising the process of

mediation.™*

Borrowing Frith's terminology of 'raw' and ‘cooked' sounds as signifiers of

authenticity, we might say that lo-fi effects 'cook’ the music they appear in for

1%2 Bannister 2006b, 117.
133 Bannister 2006a, 91; Bannister 2006b, 87.
134 Dolan 2010 464. Bannister makes a similar observation - 2006b, 121).
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anti-technocratic audiences, but the more appropriate term (if it were a verb)
would be that lo-fi effects 'raw’ it.

The extensive literature on authenticity in popular music need not be
surveyed here, but one study aptly summarises it and will be used throughout this
thesis: Allan Moore's 'Authenticity as Authentication."*>> Moore views authenticity
as a product of an authenticating process, a 'matter of interpretation which is
made and fought for from within a cultural and, thus, historicised position. It is
ascribed, not inscribed... it is a construction made on the act of listening.'**®
Rather than asking 'what (piece of music, or activity) is being authenticated,’
Moore asks 'who," since:

[Authenticity] is used in a socio-economic sense, to refer to

the social standing of the musician. It is used to determine

the supposed reasons she has for working, whether her

primary felt responsibility is to herself, her art, her public, or

her bank balance. It is used to bestow integrity, or its lack,

on a performer, such that an ‘authentic' performer exhibits

realism, lack of pretence, or the like.*’
In accordance with Frith, Moore notes the inverse relationship between
authenticity and mediation ('unmediated expression’), that 'the distance between
[musical expression's] (mental) origin and its (physical) manifestation is wilfully
compressed to nil by those with a motive for perceiving it' and that (anti-
)technocracy is involved: 'technological mediation... is equated with artifice,
reinstating as authentic/inauthentic the distinction between 'vernacular' and
'trained' or 'professional.'**®

Moore then uses these observations to present the first term in his

tripartite model of authenticity: 'First person authenticity... arises when an

155 Moore 2002.

16 Moore 2002, 210.

157 Moore 2002, 220, 211.
138 Moore 2002, 212, 213.
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originator (composer, performer) succeeds in conveying the impression that
his/her utterance is one of integrity, that it represents an attempt to communicate
in an unmediated form with an audience.'**® Many musicians in this thesis are
received in terms clearly congruent with this first-person authenticity - Woody
Guthrie, Roscoe Halcomb, Hasil Adkins, The Shaggs, Sebadoh, and particularly
Daniel Johnston, who as we will see in Chapter 4, was positioned as the ultimate
in first-person authenticity.

Moore's 'second person authenticity' (‘which occurs when a performance
succeeds in conveying the impression to a listener that a listener's experience of

1680 is less

life is being validated, that the music is "telling it like it is" for them")
clearly in evidence with lo-fi aesthetics, partly since exoticisms are such a leading
characteristic of it, and partly because writers in popular music discourse rarely
express their own subjectivities. The most useful term for this research is 'third
person authenticity," which 'arises when a performer succeeds in conveying the
impression of accurately representing the ideas of another, embedded within a

tradition of performance.'***

Third-person authenticity explains why tribute bands,
for example, are not rejected as imposters. In the case of lo-fi aesthetics, it
answers the pressing question of why artists whose archaism, primitivism,
realism or lo-fi effects could be considered contrived are nonetheless praised in
terms of their authenticity alongside their ‘first-person’ peers. Musicians in this
study whose reception is particularly dependent on third-person authenticity
include the New Lost City Ramblers, Jonathan Richman, Beat Happening and

most of the musicians in the 2000s and 2010s (Chapter 7). Both Woody Guthrie

and the New Lost City Ramblers were praised in the same fanzine, and both Beat

%9 Moore 2002, 214.
150 Moore 2002, 220.
151 Moore 2002, 218.
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Happening and Daniel Johnston were praised in several publications during the
1980s.

What this research may have shown is that the leap from first-person to
third-person authenticities is not a major one, and in fact they probably lie on a
spectrum as their music resonates differently with different listeners, who have
different degrees of knowledge of the musicians' biographies. Interestingly, in the
absence of a biography, Jandek was considered to have a first-person
authenticity by default. Beat Happening were sometimes considered in first-
person terms before the idea that their naivety was contrived became clearer to
some writers. Some artists, such as Beck, Guided By Voices and Willis Earl Beal,
seem to have been considered to have both first-person and third-person
authenticities, in having a realist authenticity of origin at the same time as
channelling the musics of the past - even with something of a causal relationship
between the origin and the use of archaisms. In any case, Moore's model proves
the most useful insight into and method for charting the production of authenticity

in lo-fi aesthetics.

Continuing Themes in Lo-Fi Aesthetics

My voice is a little hoarse
Galloping lost through the woods

Calling your name
g y 1162

- Daniel Johnston, 'My Yoke is Heavy

Before | examine in detail how lo-fi aesthetics was expressed in its various
contexts, some initial findings on characteristics that appear throughout the
period under discussion can be ventured. | have already noted that lo-fi

aesthetics is an expression of non- or anti-technocratic / commercial ideology that

182 30hnston 1982 (disc.).
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seeks to establish authenticity and value in musics unmediated by the norms of
the major music industry. The apparent realism of phonographic media such as

tape (which Phil Ford describes as 'photoreal’)*®®

is underscored by lo-fi effects,
which function as its sonic indexes as the above writers have noted. But the
expression of lo-fi aesthetics is no mere collapse of technocracy and the
consequent establishment of an unmediated, transparently realist channel of
communication between artist and listener. Lo-fi is nothing if not mediated by
sound objects derived from technology - lo-fi effects - and in fact, lo-fi aesthetics
is based just as much in the establishment of distance as it is in the realist, first-
person-authentic intimacy that supplies it with much of its rhetoric.

Lo-fi aesthetics involves a two-way or reciprocal process. Lo-fi musicians
and their music, and what they evoke, are simultaneously distanced and made
close and present by lo-fi effects. Lo-fi aesthetics locates lo-fi musicking at a point
nearly out of reach - 'so near and yet so far' - positioning it on a sonic, ontological
and cultural threshold of closeness. Distance and closeness define each other:
intimacy has no meaning without an establishment of distance prior to that
intimacy or that jeopardises that intimacy. Authenticity has no meaning without
the risk of inauthenticity. Without the lo-fi musician and listener alike struggling
with or having overcome distance (from technocratic culture), there is no
aesthetic value or achievement in lo-fi.

This reciprocal dependency is reflected in the relationship of lo-fi effects to
the music upon which they act. Lo-fi effects are not experienced in isolation from
music (nor vice versa), but as a frame or qualification on that music and its
meanings. Throughout decades of lo-fi aesthetics, 'the music itself' (in a

traditional sense) and its lo-fi effects were considered differentiable. Sometimes

183 Ford 2008, 118.
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recording imperfections are claimed as details of only incidental interest, or
obstacles that should be surmounted, sometimes they are characterised as of
crucial importance to the music's effects and meanings, but the notional
separation internal to the recording between music and recording imperfections is
always perceived and maintained. This separation replicates the dichotomy in
audio technology discourse between signal (or, in older texts, ‘program

164

material)™" and noise, with music as the signal and lo-fi effects as the noise.

Typically, signal is seen as communicable information, order, whereas noise is
seen as the negative of information, disorder. Crucially, however, noise can carry
certain forms of information too. As Adam Collis explains about communication

theory:

The presence of circuit noise or interference alerts the
recipient [of a communication] to the quality or condition of
the transmission system. Errors in the information of a
message at its source can provide the recipient with
information about the sender of the message; their standard
of verbal or written communication skills or even their cultural
background, for instance. The additional information which
the noise provides is thus specific to the communication
system and is independent of the message being
communicated, but this information may be useful in
interpreting the message being sent. Noise therefore, while
potentially distorting or even destroying a message, can also
play an important role in the clarifying and interpreting of it.*®

This is precisely the role that lo-fi effects play in lo-fi aesthetics: they are
separable within a channel of communication, but also informative like a frame
around a picture or the stained, rough surface of a treasure map in period pirate
dramas. Note that the information to be gleaned from noise hinges on

imperfections in technocracy: reductions in the effectiveness of the signal.

184 jJorgensen 1974, 30; Cameron 1978, 270.
1% Collis 2008, 32.
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Moreover, the channel is technocracy itself - not an absence of
technocracy, or else no message would have been sent at all, but a (lesser)
degree of technocracy. Lo-fi is typically just above the threshold of technocracy -
'in the mud," where signal mixes with noise, but is not quite destroyed by it. It is
also simplistic to say that lo-fi effects are merely enjoyed in lo-fi aesthetics, since
they lend pathos of the signal by playing its antagonist: distancing it, working
against it and even threatening it.

Lo-fi effects are perceived as attesting to realism, but they do not collapse
distance - they establish it. Greater noise across an analogue-electrical channel
of communication is a signifier of distance, since it increases in proportion to the
length of the wires and expanse of atmosphere that must be traversed - the
greater the noise, the greater the distance. A signal that struggles to be heard
over noise must come from very far away - exotically far, perhaps. Collis's
informative noises represent distance from technocratic norms, and in lo-fi
aesthetics, this distance from technocracy comes in the form of impairments -
regressions from technocracy - and impediments - obfuscations of technocracy.
The connotations of disability in these terms are quite deliberate and will become
explicit in Chapters 2 and 4 (and are far from being used in praise of lo-fi
aesthetics). By extension, these impairments and impediments represent
distances from the centre of civilised, industrialised, modern culture and the
aesthetic norms that accompany it. These distances may be the result of an
exotic primitivism, an innocence of technocracy, an apathy towards or refusal of
technocracy, or an archaism laden with pathos. It is not direct communication and
intimacy in itself that makes lo-fi valuable, as the realist rhetoric of lo-fi aesthetics
tends to suggest. It is that direct communication and intimacy can be established

in the context of the distances, impairments and impediments - across and in
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spite of them - that makes lo-fi musicking so precious. Lo-fi maintains and is
fascinated with distance because its heroic negations are not possible when
there is no technocratic distance to be negated. Thus, though rarely understood
as such in discourse on lo-fi aesthetics, the establishment of distance from
technocracy becomes at least as important a component of that discourse as the
more typically purported collapse or removal of that distance. It is how, as we will
see again and again, a lo-fi context makes simplicity, naive sincerity, archaism
and even 'pop’ kitsch not just palatable, but deeply appealing.

Impairment is 'deterioration; injurious lessening or weakening.'**® In lo-fi
aesthetics it manifests in a number of forms that imply a regression from
technocracy. As a phonographic imperfection, it is the attenuation of a signal,
especially in the upper and lower frequencies, or sometimes a distortion. As a
non-phonographic imperfection, it is the thinning or fragility of the human voice,
instruments that have less sonic power or richness than others, room acoustic
that serves to remove a musician from proximity to the microphone and thus the
loudspeaker, imprecise timing or tuning in performance, or an apparent inability
to write complex music for a complex ensemble. Impairment manifests on the
cultural stage as primitivism - a perceived lack of technocratic influence. In lo-fi
aesthetics, the primitive is an extreme amateur, an artist who expresses
her/himself in a childlike way, who is too poor for technocracy, who is marked by
mental illness or disability, or who simply has not (yet) been affected by
modernity. Impairment also manifests as minimalism - not as in the repetitious
music of American composers, but in the 'minimal production values' of a band
like Beat Happening, who recorded simple songs without a bass guitar. Archaism

- the use of archaic musical technocracies such as styles or instruments from

1% OED, s.v. 'impairment.’
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previous decades - can also be a form of impairment, since it can imply a refusal
or unawareness of the norms of modernity. The difference between primitivism
and archaism is that primitivism represents a comprehensive lack of technocracy,
whereas archaism merely implies regression to a technocracy understood to be
superseded by newer technocracies.

An impediment is a ‘hindrance' or 'obstruction.'**’

Whereas impairment is
a regression or weakening, impediment involves the intervention of a new
element - namely noise - or another complication of communication. In lo-fi
aesthetics, this impediment is most commonly 'dirt' or some variation thereon.
Dirt is both the material that intervenes in, impedes and obscures phonographic
technologies, the metaphor of choice for an impeded sound, and the cultural
context of the lo-fi musician. Dirt is the obscurity in which ‘'underground' lo-fi
artists labour, as well as the disdained culture of modernity that surrounds them,
and the 'grit' in 'gritty realism." In the 2000s, when analogue technology had
become archaic, this 'dirt' became 'dust' and ectoplasm. Another form of
impediment is obfuscation, its verb defined as 'to make (a subject, etc.) unclear,
obscure, confused, or difficult to understand...' and 'to use obscure or
impenetrable language.'*®® Lo-fi effects of all kinds serve to obfuscate the music
they appear alongside.

Whether they can be described as impairments or impediments, the
distance constructed by lo-fi effects places lo-fi musicians and their music on a
threshold. Like the archetypal figure of the wild man (see Chapter 2), lo-fi
musicking is liminal, both sonically and culturally. It is on the cusp of being,

perception, coherence, presence, sensibility, maturity, sanity, emotional release,

emotional catastrophe, availability, and civilisation - frequently in jeopardy of

167

OED, s.v. 'impediment.’
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OED, s.v. 'obfuscate.’
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oblivion by the inexorable forces of technocracy and history. Like an electrical
communication engulfed in noise, music on the threshold can be considered
incoming or receding, the threshold as a point of entry or exit. Artists like Daniel
Johnston, Beat Happening and Pavement were incoming, since they had made
the first faltering steps towards contacting technocratic civilization. The music of
artists like Boards of Canada, The Caretaker, William Basinski, Bob Dylan on the
Basement Tapes, or the threatened folksingers on The Mountain Music of

189 about to be

Kentucky (Chapter 2) was 'the sound of fading memories,
destroyed entirely by the onward march of modernity and time itself. It is not the
vector that matters so much as the position of the threshold itself - whether
coming or going (it is often difficult to say), the lo-fi artist is a creature of the
forest, only glimpsed briefly and indistinctly at its outer boundary.

This fine balance of distance and presence can be considered not just as
a threshold, but as a struggle. As well as distance, the presence of noise in a
radio communication can denote a storm. Since there is a differentiation and
antagonism between signal and noise, lo-fi effects furnish recordings with inner
antagonisms between 'the music' and the imperfections, and lo-fi musicians fight
to be heard underneath them. This is considered both a personal struggle to
express oneself, despite impairments and impediments, a struggle of the
underground against the mainstream, of the golden age against the fallen
present, of pop simplicity against phonographic complexity, of continuity and
meaning against entropy, and a struggle to be recognised as valuable by a
narrow-mindedly technocratic listenership. Lo-fi musicians and their adherents

struggle against these bad listeners, and in some cases, lo-fi effects represent

the protestations of these listeners - after all, a good listener to lo-fi would not

189 Keenan 2002.
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have perceived imperfections at all, but so many confirmations of authenticity. If
the channel is technocracy itself, the noisy sounds it makes sometimes represent
(following Schafer) the low-quality modern musical 'garbage’ it produces,
impeding the precious inner music it carries and distracting the listener.

Indeed, the struggle is not just undertaken by the musician - the listener
too must struggle against the challenging obfuscation of lo-fi effects, the derision
of bad listeners, and debased and commercialised forms of popular music. It is in
overcoming this challenge that the cultural capital Hibbett sees at work in indie
rock will accumulate. Arguing for the superiority of lo-fi, Lips noted of the
increasingly commercial status of indie rock bands, 'if Dinosaur Jr. is on the
Wayne's World Il soundtrack, then the "truly" alienated seek more obscure, more

difficult music to identify with."*

That music was what would eventually be known
as lo-fi, during the folk revival, the rise of punk, the rise of alternative and indie
rock, and during the ubiquity of digital technologies such as CD, mp3 and the
internet. Lo-fi was always ever more challenging, real, authentic, primitive and
weird. It was considered the ultimate in these qualities - entirely beyond
inauthenticity, for example. Lo-fi was regularly positioned as the quintessence
itself of a number of musical genres, their spiritual and historical core. It takes the
aesthetics of indie understood by Bannister, Dolan, Fonarow, Hesmondhalgh and
Hibbett to greater extremes of distance from technocracy. To re-invert Lips's title,
"The Lo Road," lo-fi was always the high road, the aesthetic and ideological high
ground, and in many respects it was the highest road that could be taken by

participants in indie discourse and popular music discourse at large. What

matters is not whether the road is low or high, but the differential between the two

179 | ips 1994, 76.
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terms - the shift in what was favoured. In this, lo-fi reappropriated the prestige
that once belonged to hi-fi.

Chapter 2 will chart the precursors to an aesthetics of phonographic
imperfection in Romantic, realist and primitivist aesthetics between the late
eighteenth-century and the 1980s. Incorporating philosophy, literature, classical
musics, folk revivals, countercultural rock and early independent music, it
investigates similarities to and influences upon the expression of lo-fi aesthetics
in the late twentieth century. In Chapter 3, continuities are exchanged for
discontinuities as we examine the divergence between lo-fi aesthetics and its
canon and other areas with which lo-fi is now retroactively associated - punk and
cassette culture. Chapter 4 looks at the reception of Jandek and Daniel Johnston
in independent music discourse in the 1980s and 1990s. Both were considered
primitives whose non-technocratic qualities extended into phonography. The
band Beat Happening and their record label K are the subject of Chapter 5 - both
were particularly known for their childlike naivety and use of pop idioms. Lo-fi
effects played a key role in this and even when the band were understood as a
‘concept,’ their authenticity was not compromised. Chapter 6 concerns some of
the most famous lo-fi acts, the establishment of a category of lo-fi, and the
widespread coverage of both in the 1990s. In Chapter 7, analogue phonography
itself becomes archaic in the 2000s, entailing a shift of focus in lo-fi aesthetics.
Chapter 8 looks at the coverage of new artist Willis Earl Beal in 2012 - his
characterisation and curation as a lo-fi outsider, and the doubts expressed about
his authenticity. In the Conclusion my observations will be collected together and

re-examined, and further directions for research will be explored.
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Chapter 2. 'Strangeness and Aukwardness':
Primitive, Romantic, and Realist Aesthetics
before Lo-Fi

It would be anachronistic to suggest that a lo-fi aesthetics - especially one
concerned with phonographic imperfection - is clearly recognisable before the
1980s, but an antipathy towards technocracy and a concomitant appreciation for
imperfect recordings that took hold during that decade did not emerge from
nowhere. A general history of imperfection in aesthetics would be too broad to
attempt here, but the beginnings of a preference for imperfect, simple and rough
idioms, as well as their association with deeper value and less mediated forms of
expression, date back at least as far as the early nineteenth century. Late-
twentieth-century anti-technocratic and lo-fi aesthetics borrowed from much older
aesthetic narratives that had been established before the spread of recording
technology and that reacted to or otherwise ensued from Enlightenment
perspectives: forms of primitivism, Romanticism and realism.

In many cases, these narratives extend beyond matters of content or
subject matter or 'signal' (such as rural or lower-class life, as opposed to that of
the aristocracy), and into its framing by form or a potentially noisy 'channel' (such
as adopting idiomatic speech associated with lower-class expression) in the
same way that during the 1980s the technologies framing home recording,
constructed as lo-fi, came to represent a deeper, formal commitment to a realism
of the primitives believed to lie beyond the technocratic music industry. Moreover,
lo-fi was to function as a negation of professional conventions of music-making in
the same ways that these nineteenth and twentieth-century aesthetic narratives
set themselves in opposition to, variously, classicism, urban life, commercialism,

and other conventions of beauty perceived as false, unacceptable and culturally



64

dominant. As part of this negation, Western culture and popular music discourse
turned towards its primitively untechnocratic Others, constructing them through
romances of authenticity and distance even as they adopted the rhetoric of
realism.

'Primitivism' is a concept now largely defunct as anything but an
ideological construction and its influence. It is (or was) frequently understood as a
subcategory within modernism applicable to artists such as Gaugin, Picasso and
Klee," or writers such as D. H. Lawrence and Hermann Melville,? and thus could
be embodied in a range of different contents (such as depictions of 'primitive'
peoples) and forms (such as simplicity in visual representation). At its most
general, however, it was associated with the perception of an attractively simple
and natural state of innocence that occurs in inverse proportion to the rise of
civilisation and its technocracies, often going as far as seeing them as having
resulted in an aesthetic decline. As such it entails the veneration or imitation of
those seen to embody that earlier, 'primitive’ state - typically cultures of the past
and the Others of comparatively powerful white Western classes but also, by the
same token, children, people with mental illnesses or people with intellectual
disabilities (with whom Africans, for example, were compared).® Primitivist
narratives like these can be observed following colonial encounters, where they

relate to the myth of the 'noble savage' (a concept not clearly, as is popularly

! Goldwater (1938) 1986. Rubin ed. 1984, Rhodes 1994, Connelly 1995, Flam 2003.
Primitivist art of the sort described in the aforementioned studies can be found on the covers
of a number of albums relevant to lo-fi aesthetics which often hand-drawings or -paintings and
collage in a childlike style (e.g. covers of Beat Happening's releases, Half Japanese's
releases, Daniel Johnston's cassettes, Pavement's Slanted and Enchanted, Sebadoh's
Bubble and Scrape and Bakesale, and several Guided By Voices releases).

> Bell 1972.

% Flam 2003, 7. The art of children and the mentally ill or impaired was pursued by artists
such as Jean Dubuffet and Asger Jorn as art brut or 'raw art' - outsider art is a broader and
overlapping category, though its primitive qualities are considered uncultivated, unlike those
of Dubuffet and Jorn. See MacLagan 2009, Rhodes 2000, Russell 2011.
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believed, attributable to Jean-Jacques Rousseau),” and in the early twentieth
century were traced further back to medieval narratives such as that of the Fall of
Adam® and to the Cynics and Golden Age traditions of Ancient Greece.® Positive
use of terms such as 'primitive,' or 'primal' in popular music criticism often, if not
always, indicates something of a primitivist aesthetics at work, but, as we will see,
primitivism and the term 'primitive' manifest differently in various cultural contexts.
The concept of primitivism is invoked here less as a tool of contemporary
aesthetic theory - as it has since the 1980s been superseded and critiqued by
postcolonial and other critical theories’ - but as a construction and a narrative
that was active (often self-consciously so), during this period.

In her monograph on 'the primitive," Marianna Torgovnick highlights the
flexibility in what the category has afforded Western ideologies, observing that
'the primitive as an inexact expressive whole - often with little correspondence to
any specific or documented societies - has been an influential and powerful
concept, capable of referring both to societies "out there" and to subordinate
groups within the West."® In the field of visual art, Francis Connelly notes that
rather than a sudden modernist impulse,

The notion of "primitivity" as an infant state of development
through which all cultures passed was an invention of
Enlightenment universalism. "Primitive" art... would be more
accurately described as a collection of visual attributes that
Europeans construed to be universally characteristic of
early, or primal artistic expression... the term does not

describe a Yoruba figure or an Egyptian relief, but a set of
ideas belonging to Europeans.

* Ellingson 2001.

® Boas (1948) 1997.

6 Lovejoy & George Boas (1935) 1997.

" E.g.: On colonial constructions of the primitive: Achebe 1977, JanMohamed 1983, Mudimbe
1988, Torgovnick 1990, Said 1993, Moffitt & Sebastian 1996, Ellingson 2001. On
constructions of disabilities and ethnicities (as freakish): Bogdan 1988, 105-111. On
constructions of madness: Foucault (1964) 2001. On constructions of childhood: Ariés (1960)
1996, Kessen 1979, Cunningham 2006.

® Torgovnick 1990, 20.

® Connelly 1995, 5.
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As Jack Flam writes, 'the idea that the origins of Primitive art... were lost in the
mists of time allowed for a fair amount of romantic speculation and rumination
about it... [its] figures are usually represented as being outside of ordinary
activities and outside of ordinary time and space.'’® There was, he continues, 'the
romanticised view that Africans embodied a surviving instance of the noble
savage, a precivilized state of humanity... whose naturalness and authenticity
was set in contrast to the decadent West.""! Colin Rhodes finds that the unequal
power dynamic of colonialism 'lies at the heart of theories about primitivism' and
that 'the primitive was regarded, on the whole, as always more instinctive, less
bound by artistic convention and history, and as somehow closer to fundamental
aspects of human existence.'"? He explains that,

The word 'primitive' generally refers to someone or

something less complex, or less advanced, than the person

or thing to which it is being compared. It is conventionally

defined in negative terms, as lacking in elements such as

organization, refinement and technological

accomplishment... The fact that the primitive state of being

is comparative is enormously important in gaining an

understanding of the concept, but equally so is the

recognition that it is no mere fact of nature.™
As will become clear, this 'comparative' nature of primitivism is precisely that
which the rhetoric of independent popular music discourse of the mid-twentieth
century would embody in the attack on the technocratic conventions of
commercial music that constructed lo-fi. We must note a distinction, then,
between 'the primitive' or 'primitive art' - a colonialist construction - and the

'primitivist’ art or aesthetics, practiced and observed by the colonisers, which

result from such a construction. Towards the end of this chapter, we will see how

' Flam 2003, 3-4.
" Flam 2003, 6-7.
'2 Rhodes 1994, 7-9.
'* Rhodes 1994, 13.
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this primitivist aesthetics informed the atmosphere of 1980s independent music in
which lo-fi aesthetics developed.

Like primitivism's 'primitive art', realism's 'reality’ is a construction with
similarly ideological functions, stemming in particular from the tendency to focus
on the lives of lower social classes.™ Amy Kaplan writes that 'from an objective
reflection of contemporary social life, realism has become a fictional conceit, or
deceit, packaging and naturalizing an official version of the ordinary' and that, in
the context of the turbulent social atmosphere of late nineteenth-century America,
the realism in the period's novels is 'a strategy for imagining and managing the

threats of social change.'™®

Romanticism, too, has been challenged as a category
by more recent scholars and critics.'® It is with the awareness of their constructed
nature, then, that | draw on such categories and chart the use of their rhetoric.
The purpose of this chapter is not to give a comprehensive account of
primitivist, Romantic and realist aesthetics in the century and a half before lo-fi,
nor to propose them as some continuous lineage for the latter - the complicating
differences in hand (not least technological) are undoubtedly more numerous
than the clear similarities. Rather, it is to outline them and similar cultural ideas as

precursors to lo-fi aesthetics that, even apart from phonographic technology,

supplied it with much of its rhetoric.

¥ Miller 1971; Barthes (1970) 1974; Lyotard 1984, 73-79; Kaplan 1988. For a detailed history
of realism in America, see Shi 1995.

'* Kaplan 1988, 1-14.

'® Some of the many critiques on the category of romanticism can be found in Copley &
Whale 1992.
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‘What it sounds like may not be what it is': The Long

Nineteenth Century

Though it is not difficult to see that lo-fi aesthetics romanticises (with a small r),
for example, a relatively impoverished recording context or a lack of conventional
musical ability, its relationship with nineteenth-century Romanticism is less
immediately obvious. Romanticism's association with powerful subjective
emotions in its authors and artists might be found in the reception of Jandek,
Daniel Johnston and Sebadoh, but its interest in nature and the sublime is not so
clearly reflected in the imperfections of recording technology or technique. The
intersection between the two lies the opposition of both to urban, industrial and
commercial culture and a concomitant fascination with and faith in the past, the
gothic, 'primitive' creativity and the self-expression of lower class or rural people,
all accompanied by a rhetoric of aesthetic and social progressivism."” By the late
nineteenth century, such people would be widely referred to as 'the folk,' a
category that can be traced back, as Regina Bix does, to the late eighteenth- and
early nineteenth-century writings of German philosophers such as Johann
Gottfried Herder. '

Following Rousseau, Herder held the 'natural poetry' of a Volk - 'old and
wild peoples' - in the highest esteem, and argued for spontaneity and distance
from the artifice of established modes of culture: 'the more wild and freely acting
a people is,' he wrote in 1773, 'the more wild, that is, the more lively, free,
sensuous and lyrically acting its songs must be...! The farther from artificial,
scientific ways of thought, speech and letters a people is, the less its songs are

made for paper and for dead literate verses.''® An archaic Gaelic epic attributed

' Abrams 2005, 185-188.
'® Bendix 1997, 27-67.
"9 Herder (1773) 1906, 17, 5-6, quoted in Bendix 1997, 38.
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to Ossian (which would later emerge as the work of eighteenth-century poet
James Macpherson) provided a focus for Herder's ideas, prompting him to call for
the discovery of more 'folk songs, provincial songs, peasant songs which would
be equal in liveliness and rhythm [and] naive manner,’ since they were under

threat from the spread of 'so-called culture.'®

As Bendix notes, 'Herder's letters
on Ossian... incorporated the ennobling, innocent variety of native authenticity,
and wild and natural - coterminous with politically free - authenticity.'21 Bendix
also sees the importance and authenticity of 'original language' for Herder, who
worried that a 'German translation might no longer be the true Ossian.'?

Similar cultural and aesthetic concerns motivated William Wordsworth at
the beginning of the nineteenth century. In the Preface to his Lyrical Ballads
(1802) he explained his desire to 'imitate, and, as far as is possible, to adopt the
very language of men.'?® He noted that 'all good poetry is the spontaneous
overflow of powerful feelings'** and that rural people embody this, 'convey[ing]
their feelings and notions in simple and unelaborated expressions.'® The
adoption of their idiom stands in opposition to 'that which is frequently substituted
for it by Poets' who 'separate themselves from the sympathies of men, and
indulge in arbitrary and capricious habits of expression.'”® Wordsworth thus
hopes 'that there is in these Poems little falsehood of description'?” - poetry ought
not to be a falsely elevated medium but a physical and human one:

Poetry sheds no tears "such as Angels weep," but natural

and human tears; she can boast of no celestial Ichor that
distinguishes her vital juices from those of prose; the same

% Herder (1773) 1906, 19, in Bendix 1997, 39.

2! Bendix 1997, 39.

2 Herder (1773 1906), 1, in/and Bendix 1997, 38-39;
2 Wordsworth 1802, xviii

24 Wordsworth 1802, xi.

% Wordsworth 1802, ix.

% \Wordsworth 1802, ix.

27 \Wordsworth 1802, xix.
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human blood circulates through the veins of [both poetry

and painting].%®
As a result, 'they who have been accustomed to the gaudiness and inane
phraseology of many writers, if they persist in reading this book to its conclusion,
will, no doubt, frequently have to struggle with feelings of strangeness and
aukwardness.'?® He concludes that 'in order entirely to enjoy the Poetry which |
am recommending, it would be necessary to give up much of what is ordinarily
enjoyed,' assuring the reader that 'poetry may give other enjoyments, of a pure,
more lasting, and more exquisite nature.”® These sentiments - the authenticity of
simplicity and spontaneity, the struggle with unfamiliarity and imperfection that
must be undertaken for greater rewards, the earthy physicality of the medium,
and the opposition of all this to the falseness of other artists - were many of the
justifications made for lo-fi aesthetics in the following century. Wordsworth only
goes so far, however. He repeatedly asserts that poets should remove anything
which might cause displeasure from their art, that it should be 'purified indeed
from what appear to be its real defects, from all lasting and rational causes of
dislike or disgust,' and 'excitement' should not be 'carried beyond its proper
bounds."’

Walt Whitman, who has been described as a 'ferry linking antebellum
romanticism to late nineteenth-century realism,"® pursued Wordsworth's logic
into an adoption of free verse. Writing in the wake of both Wordsworth and
American Transcendentalist philosophers such as Ralph Waldo Emerson,

Whitman's extension of Wordsworth's aesthetics can be found in his major work

2 \Wordsworth 1802, xxiv.

2 Wordsworth 1802, v-vi.

30 Wordsworth, 1802, Ixii.

3 Wordsworth, 1802, viii, xIvi.
%2 3hi 1995, 33.
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Leaves of Grass (1855), where he asserts - with strong Biblical overtones - the
worth of 'great' people despite meagre outward circumstances:
The great city is that which has the greatest men and
women,
If it be a few raggsed huts, it is still the greatest city in the
whole world.
Echoing Wordsworth's poem in Lyrical Ballads 'The Tables Turned,' which
opposed a traditional education in favour of communion with nature, Whitman's
Romantic subject could not be grasped by conventional learning, but rather by
those who might have been regarded as least civilised:
No shuttered room or school can commune with me,
But roughs and little children better than they.**

The year before, Henry David Thoreau, another writer influenced by
Emerson, had published Walden, which expressed his social and aesthetic
philosophy in the context of his life near Walden Pond in the forests of
Massachusetts. Echoing the Cynic philosophers of Ancient Greece, Thoreau
argued at length for the greater philosophical benefits of a frugal existence.>® For
Bendix, 'Walden bears testimony to Thoreau's (undoubtedly beautified) effort to
live and create independently and individually and to experience in such

f_'36

independence his true sel This coincided with a tendency toward 'the wild'":

after some time living in the woods:
| found in myself, and still find, an instinct toward a higher,

or, as it is named, spiritual life, as do most men, and
another toward a primitive rank and savage one, and |

% Whitman (1855) 2004, 344.
3 Whitman (1855) 2004, 247.
% Thoreau (1854) 2004, 122.
% Bendix 1997, 75.
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reverence them both. | love the wild not less than the

good.*’
In one passage Thoreau describes his fascination with an acquaintance from the
area who had not received the writer's education. As it would for writers on folk
and independent music over a century later, the value of such a man's
expression lies in its untainted originality. We even see the ascription of 'depth' to
such people, even if they might be impeded or 'dark and muddy' (the latter a term
frequently used to describe poor-quality sound):

There was a certain positive originality, however slight, to

be detected in him, and | occasionally observed that he was

thinking for himself and expressing his own opinion, a

phenomenon so rare that | would any day walk ten miles to

observe it, and it amounted to the re-origination of many of

the institutions of society. Though he hesitated, and

perhaps failed to express himself distinctly, he always had a

presentable thought behind... He suggested that there

might be men of genius in the lowest grades of life, however

permanently humble and illiterate, who take their own view

always, or do not pretend to see at all; who are as

bottomless even as Walden Pond was thought to be,

though they may be dark and muddy.>®

Though popular musical forms had been explored in European art music

since for centuries, many nineteenth-century composers moved further from the
conventions of the classical era in doing so. Nineteenth-century realism, which is
typically identified by its subject matter of contemporary lower-class life as much
as, if not more than, its form, is understood to be a primarily literary phenomenon,
and does not easily find an analogue in art music, which was called 'Romantic'

throughout the nineteenth century. This complex problem is examined in Carl

Dahlhaus's Realism in Nineteenth-Century Music, which finds evidence for

" Thoreau (1854) 2004, 273.

% Thoreau (1854) 2004, 227. Like Wordsworth, Thoreau does not go as far as dedicating
himself entirely to such a man's expression, as writers would following punk: 'Yet his thinking
was so primitive and immersed in his animal life, that, though more promising than a merely
learned man's, it rarely ripened to anything which can be reported.’
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realism in the musics of, among others, Berlioz ('realistic trappings... at the
expense of beauty'),*® Bizet, Janadek and the 'folklike tone' of Mahler. Modest
Mussorgsky in particular is noted for a musical language that might be mistaken
for 'naivety' and 'the blunder of the dilletante’ but in fact represents 'realist,
historical local colour."*® When Dahlhaus summarises the 'aesthetic premisses' of
nineteenth-century musical realism, first among them is 'the accentuation of the
true instead of the beautiful as the goal of art and the element of sedition and
rebellion implied by the choice of subject matter once regarded as unsuitable."*’
Romantic and realist tendencies find a particular resonance with the music

and aesthetic philosophy of Charles Ives, who explicitly worked under the
influence of Emerson and Thoreau. In his Memos, the composer recalls an
episode in which his father described the singing of a local stone-mason:

Once a nice young man... said to Father, "How can you

stand it to hear old John Bell (the best stone-mason in

town) sing?"... Father said, "He is a supreme musician."

The young man (nice and educated) was horrified - "Why,

he sings off the key, the wrong notes and everything - and

that horrible raucous voice - and he bellows out and hits

notes no one else does - it's awful!" Father said, "Watch him

closely and reverently, look into his face and hear the music

of the ages. Don't pay too much attention to the sounds - for
if you do, you may miss the music.*

Ives agreed with this perspective whole-heartedly, even famously crying:

My God! What have sounds got to do with music? Why
can't music go out in the same way it comes in to a man,
without having to crawl over a fence of sounds, thoraxes,
catguts, wire, wood, and brass?... What [music] sounds like
may not be what it is.*?

% Dahlhaus 1985, 30.

0 Dahlhaus 1985, 77.

“! Dahlhaus 1985, 121.
2 lves (1932) 1991, 132.
3 lves (1920) 1962, 84.
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It is only a short leap from 'not paying too much attention to sounds,' because
'sounds' and 'what it sounds like' have nothing to do with music, to ignoring or
faithfully persevering with poor sound quality and musicianship in search of a
deeper appeal. For Ives and his father, 'sounds' were superficial, masking the
inner beauty of the music, and thus substituting the term 'sound(s)" with 'sound
quality' - regularly its synonym in twentieth-century popular music discourse -
results in something noticeably reminiscent of the lo-fi aesthetics of the 1980s
and 1990s. Drawing Ives together with Emerson and Thoreau, Marc E Johnson
finds that 'lves's realism, like Whitman's, encompassed more than its subject
matter, determining its formal language (its 'channel') as well. Rather than
introducing "real life" as a narrative or dramatic element, reality is pursued on a
deeper, structural level."** The composer thus represents, in Gong on the Hook
and Ladder (or, The Firemens' Parade on Main) or 'Putnam's Camp, Redding
Connecticut' (from Three Places in New England) for example, the lesser skill of
local brass bands through the rhythmic and tonal discontinuities in the music he
quotes on their behalf. As with Wordsworth, lves's realism was evident in the
imperfections shaping his quotations of everyday American life - they served as a
reminder of the sort of cultural distance and humble origins that gave rise to

authentic greatness.

‘No Sham': Folk, Folkum and Old Time Music

In the UK, meanwhile, as in other Western countries, the climate of a folk song
revival was combining the nineteenth-century aesthetics of Romanticism and
realism with nationalism and primitivism in constructing an urgently valuable

'Folk.' According to Georgina Boyes, 'the eighteenth-century "discovery" of the

4 Johnson 2002, 218.
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existence and contribution of rural labor in contemporary life,... developing with
and into Romanticism,... produced an intellectual climate in which the countryside
and its workers were presented as a locus of spiritual values in a rapidly
industrialising, urban age,' as 'simple, untainted, country-dwelling peasants - "the
Folk™ whose 'spontaneous simplicity' opposed the 'sophistication' of urban art
music.*® She explains that 'the possibilities the Folk offer for the construction of
cultural alternatives' supported this understanding, because 'their existence as a
source of 'otherness,' of a better and more natural state, offers a powerfully

t.'46

attractive rationale for their acceptance as fact."” The perceived decline from

primitive purity in the revival's rhetoric was counterpoised to the growth, urbanism
and perceived crassness of commercial popular music and the threat it posed to
folk music. It was in such a context that composer Hubert Parry asked in his

inaugural address to the British Folk-Song society:

How has the unregenerate public arrived at such a happy
result that in true folk-songs there is no sham, no got-up
glitter, and no vulgarity? Yet so it is; and the pity of it is that
these treasures of humanity are getting rare... there is an
enemy at the doors of folk-music which is driving it out,
namely, the common popular songs of the day... And it is
this product which will drive out folk-music if we do not save
it... The old folk-music is among the purest products of the
human mind. It grew in the hearts of the people before they
devoted themselves so assiduously to the making of quick
returns.*’

An anti-commercial primitivism would come to characterise several strands of
oppositional popular music aesthetics in the twentieth century, and remained at

the heart of lo-fi aesthetics in the 1990s. In the intervening period, a racialised

*> Boyes 2010, 7. Studies such as E. B. Taylor's Primitive Culture: Researches into the
Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Language, Art, and Custom drew explicit
equivalences between contemporary rural cultures and those indigenous to Central Africa (8).
4 Boyes 2010, 17. A similar rationale would make the reclusive, all-but-anonymous Jandek
a7ppear as an authentic primitive - see Chapter 4.

“" Parry 1899, 1-2.
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primitivism could be found in jazz criticism in the early twentieth century (‘the best
jazz was the most "low down" jazz; it was best played by black jazz musicians
and... by "those lower members of the white race who have not yet lost their
feeling for the primitive"),*® in the jazz-related writing of the Beats, who 'certainly
trafficked in primitivisms,"*® and in the folk revival of mid-twentieth-century North
America.

Much has been written about this latter movement, which was urban-led
and constructed a similar dialectic of urban and rural cultures as the English folk
revival.”® Especially in the late 1950s and early 1960s, however, the making and
dissemination of recordings played a much greater role than before - as folksong
recordist Alan Lomax put it, 'for the first time there was a way to stick a pipeline
right down into the heart of the folks where they were and let them come on like
they felt."" Furthermore, the musical focus extended beyond what was
traditionally (by Parry, for example) considered folk music. Robert Cantwell notes
that 'many kinds of music that had already been commercially recorded - blues,
oldtime, bluegrass, early jazz and swing, jugband and country western, even a
few gems of early rock-and-roll, music in any case chiefly of southern rural origin
- came to be regarded as "folk" music.'®? Benjamin Filene writes at length of the
complex and constructed nature of the American folk revival in Romancing the
Folk, observing that 'just as isolated cultures became harder to define and locate
in industrialized America, the notions of musical purity and primitivism took on

enhanced value, even in avowedly commercial music.'*®

“8 Frith 1996, 40-41. See also Darius Milhaud on the 'savage... African character' of jazz -
Gendron 2002, 86-89.

9 Whaley 2004, 28.

0 Cantwell 1996, Filene 2000, Cohen 2002, Mitchell 2007.

*" Lomax 1988.

%2 Cantwell 1996, 2.

*® Filene 2000, 3.
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Different elements within the folk revival pursued this 'enhanced value' to
varying degrees. By the early 1960s a differentiation within the folk revival had
emerged, with some writers and listeners rejecting the more popular and
commercially successful folk acts in favour of the greater authenticity of even
more 'primitive' and archaic rural musics and their lesser commercial compromise
- a 'high road.' Much like in Hibbett's analysis of cultural capital within indie rock,
a richer critical discourse with which to map these musics was needed, and
fanzines such as Caravan, Gardyloo and, especially, the Little Sandy Review
took on this role, airing sentiments as early as 1958 such as 'most so-called
folksingers today are metropolitan reared intellectuals pretending to be
peasants... There is the true folksinger, who is real primitive; and there is the

minstrel, who is a trained musician not aping the folk.'™

Little Sandy Review led
the way: as Brian Jones notes, 'exhibiting their discerning taste in folk music, the
editors of the Little Sandy Review sought to distinguish themselves from the hoi

'*5 As well as these bad listeners, the

polloi of the newly popularized folk craze.
fanzine was highly critical of 'bad performers,' and would regularly denounce the
most popular contemporary singers, such as Harry Belafonte, Leon Bibb, Paul
Robeson and Odetta, for the ways in which they had modified folksong style,
removing its harsher or more challenging aspects and making it 'slick’ - the term
'folkum' was used to denigrate these singers and their approach.®®

One of the most frequent criticisms made of these singers was the
expanded orchestration in their recordings. For example, songs on a new LP

from long-established folksingers the Carter family, 'with their electric guitar

sections and vulgar choral backing, can only be regarded as grotesque parodies

* Kornfeld 1958, 9.
% Jones 2010, 414.
% Nelson & Pankake [19607]f, Henthoff 1961.
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of songs which once were rich with dignity and charm."®” Recordings of Leon
Bibb and Harry Belafonte singing chain-gang and other work songs were
positioned at an absurd and artificial remove from the hardship of their original
context:

If you sent your child to a summer camp last year, perhaps

you made a mistake. Maybe this year you should send him

down on the chain gang. They have all kinds of facilities:

orchestras and choruses by the hundreds, Harry Belafonte,

Milt Okun, Bob DeCormier, Leon Bibb, Freddy Hellerman,

and guitarists and arrangers too numerous to mention; all

are there... Messrs. Belafonte and Bibb and their cast of

thousands make the chain gang seem like a pretty nice

place: all the boys sit around at the end of the day reading

dialogue credited to Lee Hays while electronic rain murmurs

on the bunk house roof... None of the terrible suffering, the

nobility, or the feel of the real thing is contained in either

one of these records.*®
The implication is that 'the real thing' entails a more challenging listening
experience, one that approaches the 'terrible suffering' of the workers
themselves.

Besides this requirement for what would later in the twentieth century be
called 'minimal production values,' another important site of primitive authenticity
was to be found in voices and styles of vocal delivery that were considered to
appear imperfect and unattractive to the uninitiated, and as such, the imperfect
voice was a significant precursor to the imperfect recording. Echoing
Wordsworth, if folkum artists were to sing 'real folk music,' they would have to
relinquish their training and adopt vocal techniques that by classical conventions
would be considered undesirable:

[They] would have to throw out or deny all their musical
training and do things that would be completely unmusical

°" Nelson & Pankake [19647].
%8 Nelson & Pankake [19607]c.
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to them - crack their voices, sluff or hold notes, ignore the

strict musical time of a piece, etc - things that would make

anyone trained in classical music shudder.*®
In one instance, a singer managed to differentiate himself from folkum by the
emotionalised roughness (again, 'cracking') of his vocal delivery:

[Rev. Gary Davis's] approach to Dink Song is a good one

also: he does not croon it like so many singers do. Instead

he does it as it should be done: as a rough-hewn prison

love song and is not afraid to let his voice crack and go

harsh to bring out the deep hurt and wanting that is in the

60

song.
In a quote Little Sandy Review attributed to the novelist John Steinbeck,
folksinger Woody Guthrie was described as embodying these qualities, and,
using realist rhetoric, they are almost conflated with the social milieu and its
struggle he is seen to represent:

He sings the songs of a people and | suspect that he is, in a

way, that people. Harsh voiced and nasal, his guitar

hanging like a tire iron on a rusty rim, there is nothing sweet

about Woody, and there is nothing sweet about the songs

he sings. But there is something more important for those

who will listen. There is the will of the people to endure and

fight against oppression.
Bob Dylan and Daniel Johnston would subsequently be described as nasal and
challenging in their vocal style, but nonetheless important for what they
expressed and how they embodied struggle. For the Little Sandy Review, Guthrie
'CONFRONTI[ed] the listener with 'the real and the beautiful in folk art - not the
cheap or the easy or the flashy. You do not sing like Woody Guthrie by taking

voice lessons or going to Juilliard. Nor do you get the same effects by "improving"

%9 Nelson & Pankake [19607]f.
% Nelson & Pankake [19607]a.
¢ John Steinbeck, quoted in Fowke 1960.
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a song.' Along primitivist lines, Guthrie is portrayed as 'finding beauty in
simplicity, and retaining the innocence that so many have lost."®2

As well as the smoothness of the voice and excessive orchestration, a
wrongly or excessively skilled approach to instrumental technique could betray
the inauthentic or bad performer: 'virtuosity is not by a long shot the same as
virtue... In folk music, a simple guitar or dulcimer accompaniment, or even the
absence of any accompaniment, can be, and often is, productive of infinitely
more art than the most dazzling display of ten-finger picking with hammered-on,
cross-thumbed double flamadiddles.'®®

All of these negative characteristics were associated with professionalism
by the late 1950s, often explicitly so: as the prominent folk musician Mike Seeger
wrote, 'Folk music is fun to listen to and perform; especially when it is amateur
and not professional.'® There was a sense that the term 'professional' might be
disparaging and thus in need of clarification - one record was 'superbly
professional, in the non-pejorative sense of the word as applied to folk-music...
polished but completely free from any trace of slickness or commercialism.'®®> And
as the authentically 'primitive’' was always a desirable quality, its 'awkward' or
imperfect effects were cherished by association: as Little Sandy Review wrote
about the Child Ballads, 'the awkwardness of the verse and the quaintness of the
imagery is the hallmark of this most primitive of our literature.'®®

This preference for unprofessional techniques and even 'awkwardness'
led to a letter to Caravan complaining that the magazine seemed 'to be more and

more emphasizing the kind of folk music | personally despise - the 'authentic'

%2 Nelson & Pankake [19607]e.
% Beadle 1960.

% Seeger 1959.

6 | ass 1958.

% Nelson & Pankake 1961.
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types (and the worse the singer, the more 'authentic' he is)."®’

A response to this
in Gardyloo explained that a direct relation between a bad singer and an
authentic singer was 'quite obviously not so.' Rather, there were two 'different
cultural groups' (by implication, folk music and urban music) with 'different criteria'
and 'what is "bad" to one culture may be "good" to another.'®® Although it
resembles and in some senses prefigures punk's wilful preference for the 'bad' as
the rebellious inversion of mainstream aesthetics, then, the folk revival's fondness
for the 'bad' was an artifact of its interest in folk as a cultural alternative and not
an end in itself. Folk was not un- or anti-technocratic, but merely a different
technocracy that to the untrained ear could resemble a lack of technocracy.

Little Sandy Review was well aware of the untrained ears of these bad
listeners and the imperfections they heard, however, and came closest to
championing the untechnocratically 'bad' in the context of these bad listeners with
the primitivist-realist rhetoric used in reviews of blues records, mostly by Barry

Hansen. Hansen preferred 'the real blues in all their raw and unpolished reality,'69

and argued that its most vital qualities were 'roughness,'”

a "dirty" sound' and
aspects 'which many people would call "crude."”" 'Primitive' qualities and
provenance were praised highly - Robert Johnson's was a 'fabulous primitive
style, fully developed in an isolated environment which can never again be
duplicated.'”? One review (by Dave Glover), even begins with a "WARNING: this
record is NOT for those who like an "easy listening folk blues" sound - it's

primitive, harsh and sometimes savage.'”® The idea that the most authentic blues

was also the most challenging was expressed regularly, a rhetoric that would

" Bob Coulson, quoted in Hoffman 1959, 7-8.

%8 Hoffman 1959, 8. Similarly: Nelson & Pankake [19607]f.
% Glover [19607]a.

"© Hansen [19617]b.

" Hansen [19617]a.

2 Hansen [19617]c.

73 Glover [19607?]b.
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inform punk and lo-fi aesthetics. Hansen enthusiastically quoted a passage in the
liner notes to one Muddy Waters record that attested to the music's romantically
liminal and highly emotive status:

A music shot through with the tension, bitterness, stark

power and raw passion of life lived at the brink of despair.

Poised between life and death, the delta bluesman gave

vent to his terror, frustration, rage and passionate humanity

in a music that was taut with dark, brooding forces and

blinding intensity, that was jagged, crude, raw as an open

wound, and profoundly - inexorably - moving.”
Hansen would go on to become one of the most influential figures in the often
primitivist aesthetics of bad taste, novelty pop and the bizarre during the 1970s
and 1980s as the popular California-based DJ Dr Demento. Hansen would
popularise the music of Frank Zappa’ and various musicians who would later be
termed 'outsiders' including Jandek, about whom he was interviewed in the
documentary film Jandek on Corwood in 2005."°

No matter how much they favoured roughness, amateurism and other

challenging aspects of a folk recording however, reviewers in the revival's
fanzines were rarely well disposed or even interested in poor sound quality and
other phonographic imperfections themselves, mentioning them almost solely as
a drawback of a recording or an aspect that could be grudgingly tolerated. The
oppositional constructions of folk aesthetics - 'roughness' versus 'slickness' -
were not yet mapped onto the recording medium as clearly as they would be in
lo-fi aesthetics by the 1990s. Despite the roughness required of its performance,

reviewers were pleased to find the blues 'recorded in magnificent hi-fi'’” and

criticised records because, for example, 'the sound quality is poor. There is... a

™ Hansen [1966].

’® Sterling ed. 2004, 776.

’® Freidrichs dir. 2003 (film.).
" Hansen [19607]
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great amount of surface noise. This isn't too annoying in most cases, but on
several bands it all but drowns out the music.'”® Even recordings whose poor
fidelity would be immediately noticeable to many listeners today, such as those of
Robert Johnson, were not heard as such in the early 1960s, but rather were
praised as 'amazingly clear, brilliant and lifelike for their time and place.'”

On some occasions, however, the folk revival's discourse began to
approach an aesthetics of imperfect recordings. One reviewer noted a 'general air
of sadness and nostalgia' about a recording that aimed to collect Southern
folksongs before they disappeared, finding that 'perhaps the most poignant sound
on the record is the background roar of a tractor and passing automobiles.'®
Here recording imperfections do not simply spoil a recording but rather lend it
pathos, even if they risk masking the folksongs.

In another case, lesser recording quality was associated with the archaism
of bygone musical traditions. Those elements in the folk revival discourse that
sought deeper authenticity tended to favour older recordings and artists over
contemporary urban folksingers of their own (as Gardyloo put it) 'cultural group,’
but there were new performing groups, of which the New Lost City Ramblers
were particularly well known.?" This group, made up of Mike Seeger, John Cohen
and Tom Paley, closely recreated the style of pre-war bluegrass and string band
music in their performances and on their recordings, and even dressed the part
(thus exemplifying Moore's third-person authenticity). More archaic than
primitivist, the band called this style 'oldtime music,' and though they knew it to

have been commercially motivated in its time, they endeavoured to 'avoid the

"8 Kaplan [19607]

" Hansen [19617]c.

8 Nelson & Pankake [19607]d.

8 For more on the New Lost City Ramblers, see Allen 2010.
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most commercial aspects and try to stay fairly close to genuine "folk" material.'®?

Ronald D. Cohen writes that the band were 'successful in planting the seeds of
an old-time revival throughout the country.'®®
In Gardyloo, Seeger elaborated on the recording process of the New Lost

City Ramblers debut album in 1958, and in doing so provides an example of
home-taping conferring on a recording not just an inferior sound quality, but one
that can be positively associated with the music of the past:

A number of the audiophiles down here in Washington

complained about the poor recording engineering, to which |

replied, "Bosh, that's oldtime recording for oldtime music". |

thought it was good. | had only heard the master tape, and

thought that if there was any bad recording it was probably

on 'East Virginia' and three other songs that | recorded

myself with my Tandberg in a living room. When | did hear

the finished record | objected... that the echo sounded un-

natural (it was dubbed in) and also the filters (to make it

sound ("hi-fi"), to which [the label's director] replied

effectively, "I've got to - the other companies in the field are

forcing it". The future NLCR records (if there are any) will

not have the filtered, bathroom-sound so popular with

today's recordings.?
Seeger rightly notes that reverb was commonly added to popular and folk music
at the time, yet he goes further than advocating its removal, finding the 'poor
recording' to have an 'oldtime' quality suited to the music because it had been
recorded himself at home. Home-recording was by no means unheard of in 1958,
and Seeger would go on to release other home-recordings during the 1960s.%°
Yet the difference in quality between a home-recording and a studio recording

was not as great as it would be following the introduction of digital recording

technology (raising studio standards) and the compact cassette and its portable

% paley 1958.

% Cohen 2002, 144.

8 Seeger 1959, 6.

% Such as Seeger 1962 (disc.).
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recorders (lowering the price but also the quality of home recording) later in the
century.

Another member of the New Lost City Ramblers, John Cohen, took a
portable tape recorder to Kentucky and recorded folk songs there, releasing them
in 1960 on a compilation entitled Mountain Music of Kentucky. In a 'Technical
Note' included in the liner notes to the 1996 CD re-release of this album, Pete
Reiniger describes how the lack of a "modulometer" in Cohen's equipment
resulted in distortion on some of the tracks, which he digitally corrected for the
reissue.® In 1960 the New York Times said that the record, 'for all the roughness
of its recorded sound, is proof that the true grass-roots folk tradition is alive and

kicking in America.'®’

While this statement is open to interpretation and certainly
isn't referring to the album's distortion exclusively, there is nonetheless the
suggestion that 'roughness of recorded sound' and 'grass-roots folk tradition'
coincide and may even be causally related.

One of the artists on the compilation, Roscoe Halcomb, would go on to
further performances and recordings with Cohen's help. In the notes to a
subsequent recording, Cohen builds a sense of challenging and 'unadorned'
realism, writing that 'in Roscoe's singing, there is a sophistication which derives
from the unadorned, almost bare quality he brings to each songs. In terms of
finesse, it is full of errors in its lack of refinements, but as a human and artistic
statement, it has a brutal reality.'® Furthermore, the liner notes to Mountain

Music of Kentucky contained Cohen's photographs of the people of Kentucky,

including home-made banjos and the hands of the banjo-player Roscoe

% Reiniger 1996.

®7 Shelton 1960.

8 Cohen 1962, 2. Brian Jones writes extensively on the relationship between Cohen and
Halcomb, aesthetic and personal in 2010.
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Halcomb, ‘cracked' by manual labour but nonetheless able to play.®® These
images functioned alongside the music in a similar way to the 'crack’ in Rev. Gary
Davis's voice and the sounds of nearby vehicles in portraying the rough, painful
and challenging physical consequences of occupying the position of the authentic
folksinger in the modern world, under threat from its encroachment, its demands
and with the passage of time aging the fragile bodies of folksong's last
performers. Such lo-fi effects (if they can be called such) represented the
threatened and archaic nature of folk music, on the threshold of extinction - not

undermining it, but heightening its distanced and embattled reality.

White Light / White Wonder: The Velvet Underground and Bob

Dylan's Basement Tapes

It is tempting but simplistic to date the beginnings of lo-fi aesthetics to the
beginnings of an attraction to distorted or otherwise noisy timbres in the early
post-war period, for all the reasons already outlined in this and the previous
chapter. By the 1980s, however, lo-fi aesthetics was considered to find one of its
precursors in the distorted 'garage rock' of the 1960s, and in the Velvet
Underground particularly.

This band presents one of the most famous cases of phonographically
generated distortion - that is, distortion caused in the recording process as
opposed to, for example, by a pedal or amplifier in itself - in 'Sister Ray,' the
closing track on their second album White Light / White Heat (1968). By the mid
1990s, the Velvet Underground - who in an earlier incarnation has been called

the Primitives - had become one of the bands most frequently compared to lo-fi

8 Cohen 1960. Nelson & Pankake [1960?]b added a warning to bad listeners: 'Those seeking
'easy listening' or 'light entertainment' had best keep hands off - they might get hurt.' Such
disclaimers would become common in reference to punk and indie later in the century.
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artists, and were included in Kemp's 'Lo-fi Top Ten' as their progenitor.90 During
the late 1960s, however, the band were primarily noted for their intense, noisy,
'ugly' and apparently chaotic sound.®’ The band also explored lower-class and
marginal urban life in their lyrics, for which reason Lou Reed, one of the group's

members, considered them to be 'antedated realists.'®?

Rock critic Wayne
McGuire agreed, seeing - in a narrative much like those used in lo-fi aesthetics -
a 'folk mythology of New York City and our generation which rings deep and true
through the pap of fumbling unfocused artificial surrealistic imagery and facile
pseudo-mystical morality lessons produced by most new groups.'®® Another rock
critic, Paul Williams, noted that the band's music was real and 'human' in its
intimate physicality:

Not just the words, which really do speak directly to our

human situation, but the music, especially the

performances: there is something so real, so immediate and

personal, in the movement of these songs, the touch of

fingers to guitar strings, the extension of energy through a

drumstick so that it is strike and touch both, an intimate,

human action.*
The band were known to have an unprofessional sound - Andy Warhol said about
his producing the band's debut album that he 'was worried... that it would all
come off sounding too professional. But with the Velvets, | should have known |
didn't have to worry - one of the things that sounded so great about them was
they always sounded raw and crude.'®®

'Sister Ray' is the track that concludes White Light / White Heat. According

to Richard Witts, it has become a cliché to write, as far too many have, that

% Kemp 1996, 428.

9 Cannon 1968; Jahn 1970; Bangs (1970) 1996, 43.

92| ou Reed, quoted in Bockris 1994, 143.

% McGuire (1968) 1997, 27.

% Williams (1969) 1997, 13-14.

% Andy Warhol, quoted in Bockris & Malanga 2002, 120.
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White Light / White Heat is the worst-recorded album in the history of music.'®

Band-member John Cale described the album as 'a very rabid record' and
'consciously anti-beauty,'®” and band-member Sterling Morrisson related that the
recording process consisted of the band playing only a single live take, resulting
in considerable amounts of leakage between tracks (signals from instruments
'leaking' into the tracks allocated to other instruments due to the first instruments’
volume and proximity) and thus distortion:

Overall | think the album is a technical failure. We didn't

want to lay down separate tracks, we wanted to do it studio

live with a simultaneous voice, but the problem was that the

current state of studio art wouldn't let us do it. There was

fantastic leakage because everyone was playing so loud

and we had so much electronic junk with us in the studio -

all these fuzzers and compressors. Gary Kellgran, the

engineer, who is ultra-competent, told us repeatedly, "You

can't do it - all the needles are on red.' And we reacted as

we always reacted: 'Look, we don't know what goes on in

there and we don't want to hear about it. Just do the best

you can.' And so the album is all fuzzy; there's all that white

: 98

noise.
Jeff Schwartz examines the aesthetic consequences of this at length in his essay
on 'Sister Ray,' writing that 'the instrumental tracks are too hot, leaking and
bleeding over one another's boundaries, until it becomes difficult to separate one
from another. Furthermore, the whole recording, the body of the text, is too hot,
captured in a permanent state of over-excitation.'®® 'Sister Ray' is 'lo-fi' in
Schafer's sense of the term and the Velvet Underground's 'worst-recorded album

in the history of music' is the byproduct of their predilection for the intensity, sonic

excess and laissez-faire attitude to technique that would characterise punk rock.

% Witts 2006, 61.

9 John Cale, quoted in Watson 2003, 335.

% Sterling Morrison, quoted in Bockris & Malanga 2002, 143.
% Schwartz 1996 (1997), 100.
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The late sixties also saw the widely noted proliferation of imperfect
recordings in the form of bootlegs. On bootlegs - unlike in White Light / White
Heat - a significant proportion of the lo-fi effects were reproductive imperfections,
the consequence of the unofficial manufacturing and copying of the recordings.
Although bootleg-like recordings had occasionally been made and distributed
prior to 1969, that year's release of Great White Wonder, a collection of Bob
Dylan recordings, is regularly cited as the archetypal bootleg album.™® It
contained songs from what had become known as The Basement Tapes, a
series of recordings made by Dylan and The Band in 1967 at the house where
they lived in Saugerties, New York. Various extracts from the tapes would be
copied and circulated on tape, bootleg vinyl and CDs and one official release
(1975's The Basement Tapes) over the subsequent decades, and The Basement
Tapes would become a key instance of home-recording, poor sound quality,
music-making outside of the industry and its technocracies, and anachronistic
style, all coinciding in a highly admired and culturally 'underground' work, much
as in the lo-fi of the 1980s and 1990s.

The fact that the music on bootlegs was accessible at all usually took
priority over any interest there might have been, positive or negative, in their
sound quality. A degree of poor quality could be assumed, but commentators
would report that it was worth tolerating, or even that the quality was relatively
good. The Basements Tapes received widespread attention when Rolling Stone
magazine ran an article entitled 'Dylan's Basement Tape Should Be Released,'
with the words "The Missing Bob Dylan Album' on the cover. Inside, Jan S.

Wenner described the tape as 'rough but very listenable,' and elaborated:

190 Cable 1978, 86; Heylin 2003.
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The quality of the recording is fairly poor, it was a one-track,

one-take job with all the instruments recorded together. The

highs and lows are missing, but Dylan's voice is clear and

beautiful. Additionally the tape has probably gone through

several dozen dubs, each one losing a little more quality.'"
The Washington Post wrote that the number of times the tape had been copied
'should mean a beggar's banquet of surface noise, high and low frequency loss,
and general disaster,' but 'in fact, the quality is surprisingly good - not
professional, obviously... but it's usable... and there is a wide range in the sound
quality.'’® Another Washington Post article even appeared fond of the poor
sound quality for its subversive, anti-corporate connotations: 'As benefits any
enterprise in which anonymous promoters challenge the corporate omnipotence
of CBS... these tracks sound furtive and bootlegged, the recording quality being
something akin to that of the Edison roll. The poor sound, however, cannot mask
what are some fine - even great - songs.''>® One of the more prominent Dylan
biographies notes that the Basement Tapes' 'roughness... pleased many,''** and
Paul Williams described the tapes as 'marvellously unselfconscious,' and 'like
looking at a series of brilliant sketches, captured by the artist's hand but not yet
integrated (if they can be) into his vision.""%

Rock critic Greil Marcus wrote on The Basement Tapes in Invisible

Republic in 1997, re-released as The Old, Weird America in 2001, in which he
situated the Tapes in the context of the folk revival and the influence of a 1952

compilation of tracks from Depression-era 78 records, The Anthology of

American Folk Music.'® This compilation is also well known as an influence on

9" \Wenner 1968.

192 \\/oods 1969.

193 Bernstein 1969.

1% Shelton 2011, 265.

1% Williams 2004, 223, 226.
196 Marcus 2001.
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the members of the New Lost City Ramblers'®’ and other folk revivalists -
Katherine Skinner concludes that 'rather than serving as an inspiration for the
revival's inception, the Anthology seems to serve as shorthand for a complicated
historical context and as an authenticating agent for many of the revivals'
performers.''® The Basement Tapes are also characterised by an often archaic
pre-war style, and Marcus explores the aesthetic effect of this in depth, finding
not just the romance and realism of a golden age but, in its haphazard and
incomplete nature, the pathos of that age's decline and the decline of the folk
revival moreover:

What [Dylan and The Band] took out of the air were

ghosts... For thirty years people have listened to the

basement tapes as palavers with a community of ghosts -

or even, in certain moments, as the palavers of a
community of ghosts. "%

Later:

In the basement tapes, an uncompleted world was
haphazardly constructed out of the past... The uncompleted
world of the basement tapes was a fantasy beginning in
artifacts refashioned by real people, dimly apprehended
figures who out of the kettle of the folk revival appeared in
the flesh to send an unexpected message. The vanished
world they incarnated - as history, a set of facts and an
indistinct romance; as a set of artifacts, as a work of art,
complete and finished - was going to die, and you were
going to be the last witness.""°

The Basement Tapes 'dimly apprehended' (a description evoking the indistinct
sonic and technically qualities of the recordings) a lost demographic of socially

marginal figures both archaic and exotic - the 'weird' in the 'Old Weird America.'

The cover of the 1975 release of The Basement Tapes reflected this, depicting

%7 Jones 2010, 416-418.

198 Skinner 2006, 72. See also Cantwell 1996, 189-240.
1% Marcus 2001, 86.

"% Marcus 2001, 196.
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figures associated with circuses: (as Shelton puts it) 'a dwarf, a sword-swallower,
a weight-lifter, an Eskimo, a fat lady, a nun, a belly dancer and a ballet dancer,""
and this interest in exotic and socially marginal figures, again mixed with the

claims of realism, would become more radical in the subsequent two decades.

‘Wild Thing': Primitivism in the Countercultural Climate of

Rock, Punk and Post-Punk

Fram and Deutch's volume Primitivism and Twentieth-Century Art collects
hundreds of expressions of primitivist aesthetics and ideologies from 1755 up
until and including the postcolonial turn (which for visual art Fram sees as
precipitated by a 1984 exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York
comparing early modernist painting and sculpture with a variety of non-Western
art objects).”'? In a 1910 article entitled 'The Wild Men of Paris,' the American
artist and writer Gelett Burgess wrote about a number of modernist painters
including Derain and Picasso, repeatedly framing their work as monstrous and
grotesque yet fascinating and associating these qualities with what was then

considered 'primitive' art:

| had entered a new world, a universe of ugliness. And, ever
since, | have been mentally standing on my head in the
endeavor to get a new point of view on beauty so as to
understand and appreciate this new movement in art.

It was an affording quest, analyzing such madness as
this. | had studied the gargoyles of Oxford and Notre Dame,
| had mused over the art of the Niger and of Dahomey, |
had gazed at Hindu monstrosities, Aztec mysteries and
many other primitive grotesques; and it had come over me
that there was a rationale of beauty; that, perhaps, one was
but the negative of the other, an image reversed, which
might have its own value and esoteric meaning. Men had
painted and carved grim and obscene things when the

" Shelton 2011, 265.
"2 Flam 2003, 17-19.
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world was young. Was this revival a sign of some second
childhood of the race, or a true rebirth of art?'"

Not only does Burgess conflate the primitive with 'madness' and the childlike, he
expresses the idea that it represents an inversion of beauty that might itself be
appealing, if the challenge is met with appropriate effort - a logic that would still
be employed in commentary on lo-fi artists more than seventy years later in the
1980s.

Understandably, then, a similar primitivist aesthetics can be seen in the
intermediate period, and it can be found in 1960s and 1970s discourse on rock,
where it plays a part in the imagery and philosophy of counterculture in the years
before and after punk (the aesthetics of which in relation to lo-fi will be examined
in the following chapter). Distinctions that might be made between 'garage rock’
(considered a category of 1960s rock) and 'punk rock' (often considered to have

emerged in the 1970s) are far from clear, with the 1980s American tendency to

ku114 k|115

refer to 'garage pun and 'sixties pun and books like Clinton Heylin's From
the Velvets to the Voidoids: A Pre-Punk History for the Post-Punk World
undermining the sense of radical aesthetic break implied by punk's frequent
characterisation as a 'year zero."""® Hicks identifies '‘garage rock' as the response
by hundreds of bands to the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, the latter offering
inspiration in their 'homely, uncouth, sloppy, and musically rough' qualities.""’
Noting their 'minimal technique' and that 'a garage is a rougher, dirtier place than
where humans typically reside... it is a place of noise and alienation, a

psychological space as much as a physical one,' he sees in garage bands the

Futurist poet Marinetti's call of 'Let us be barbarians!... Hail the savagery... and

"3 Burgess (1910) 2003, 38.

"'* Bale 19820.

"% Stigliano 1981.

1% As seen e.g. in the Billy Bragg quote on the back cover of Robb 2006. This
characterisation is described and challenged in Percival 2010, 202.

""" Hicks 2000, 26.
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the fury of the muscular.''"® Hicks also observes that a common trend in the
names of garage bands was for the 'downwardly mobile": suggestions of violence,
criminality, mental illness and, particularly, names that 'identified the groups as
pre-civilized: the Cavemen, the Primitives, the Hairy Ones, the Woolies, the
Wooly Ones, the Untamed, the Pack, the Bushmen, the Cavedwellers, the
Barbarians, the Young Savages, and the Wild things - this last taken from the hit
by the Troggs, a name that itself was short for "troglodytes."'119
In 1971, the Troggs' primitivism was a key theme in an extended piece by

one of the most prominent American rock critics of the 1970s, Lester Bangs.'?°
He opened by lamenting the demise of their namesake 'Trogs,' a group of
'‘beatnik'-like youths who occupied Derbyshire caves in the mid 1960s and whose
discovery he luridly relates:

A naked mangy teenager coming round the mountain

covered head to toe in grime and shit. On sighting them his

panther eyes blazed up and his gnarly jaw dropped and he

let out the most bloodcurdling howl heard by human ears

since a yard of aeons B.C. at least, and then he pounced... |

didn't even know that terrain so remote and rasty [sic]

existed in Merrie Olde, but it's all true."?’
Bangs then imagines the cultural craze these 'junior jackels' might have inspired -
‘caveman rock groups' dressed in 'loincloths and ashes and play[ing] guitars
made of bones... pigmy bands, Motown Zulu chiefs and every conceivable stripe
of aboriginal entrepreneurs,' the 'primordial rhythms of... primal Piltdown Pissoffs'

and a 'Paleolithically prepubescent band... called "The Littlest Yeti."'?* The

Troggs themselves were 'starkly pure... churning out rock 'n' roll that thundered

"% Hicks 2000, 38, 25-26.

"9 Hicks 2000, 120.

'2% Bangs, (1971a) 1996.

121 Bangs (1971a), 1996, 53-4. Bangs regularly coins new words, in this case, 'rasty.' The
Trogs were prominently reported on in American newspapers: Toth 1966, Farnsworth 1966.
These articles leave the impression that Bangs's account is probably exaggerated.

'22 Bangs (1971a), 1996, 54-55.
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right back to the very first grungy chords and straight ahead to the fuzztone
subways of the future.''*® Both the Troggs and the Trogs they evoked presented
Bangs with a significantly more radical and bizarre image of a primitive rural folk
than that of the now declining folk revival. It was not at all pleasant or bucolic,
instead pushing folk's rough purity into a surreal, challenging and thrillingly
grotesque expression of primitivism, and it is this version of the aesthetic that
runs through much late 1960s and 1970s countercultural rock and punk
discourse.

Bangs frequently stressed the value of simplicity, aggression and the
grotesque in rock music in discussing artists such as Count Five and Iggy and the
Stooges and consistently favoured the primitively bizarre, awarding it the highest
praises in the strongest terms, especially when it implied the radical inversion of
conventional taste.’?* This frequently brought him to the point of finding a lack of
conventional technical skill attractive, and one band he wrote about in such a way
was the Godz, whose debut album Contact High was released on a label famous
for avant-garde recordings, ESP. The album has long been notorious for music
that, as Patrick Burke puts it in his article 'Clamor of the Godz: Radical
Incompetence in 1960s Rock,' is 'sloppy and discordant by most conventional
notions of commercial pop music.''® Burke situates the Godz in the context of
New York's bohemian 'countercultural community' and their opposition to what
Theodore Roszak in his influential 1969 book The Making of a Counter Culture
(the book that popularised the category of 'counter culture') called 'the
technocracy... that social form in which an industrial society reaches the peak of

its organizational integration.''?® 'Roszak believed,' Burke continues, 'that the

'2% Bangs (1971a), 1996, 55.

124 Gendron 2002, 234-236. See also Bangs (1981) 1996, 376.
'25 Burke 2011, 42.
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playful, sometimes surreal or irrational, style of 1960s youth culture represented a
noble effort to restore mystical experience and human passion to the cold,
repressive society created by technocratic control and expertise.''*” He thus
concludes that the Godz 'made the case for the liberating potential of unashamed
badness in an era when technical proficiency and expert know-how often were
seen as emblems of a failed, inhumane society.''?®

Naturally this prefigures the rhetoric of lo-fi aesthetics strongly, there being
not far to go to incorporate phonographic imperfection, too, within the remit of an
anti-technocratic 'incompetence,' though this would not begin in earnest until the
late 1980s. Indeed, Burke notes that 'The Godz' recordings... rarely appear to
involve overdubbing or other studio finesse, and frequently terrible recording
balances suggest that the Godz simply turned on the microphones, rolled the
tape and started playing, without any particular concern for artifice, technology or
the listener' and that the bands legacy has been associated with 'the widely noted
lo-fi movement of the 1990s.""?® According to the primitivist Bangs, the Godz
'sometimes approximate that nth devolution of [garage band] the Fugs' yawp to
the point of squatting dogmen sitting around the cannibal fire,' adding 'it was so

I''3% 1t was not an unselfconsciousness or innocence that Bangs

awful | dug it
admired in the Godz, however, so much as the conviction and confidence of the
band's flagrant ‘awfulness,' traits that would be valued in 1970s punk.

Bangs was not the only one to explore the musically primitive. Phil Ford

has examined the commercial 'exotica' music of the 1950s, which mixed

constructions of 'savage' Africa, South America and the Pacific with orchestral

2T Burke 2011, 42.

128 Burke 2011, 57.

129 Burke 2011, 56-57.

30 Bangs (1971b), 1996, 85.
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productions akin to the film music of the time for a hi-fi audience.' Significantly,
he then sees this tendency continued in a magical realism practiced by
counterculture ('the Movement'), even as it set itself against 'the consciousness
that underwrites hegemony... that of Western, capitalist, technocratic man, whose

mind alienates nature and spirit from itself.''*? Rejecting this,

[the Movement] set their sights... on a utopia that could be
fashioned from odd and ends of American history reclaimed
and twisted into strange new shapes. To the square
American myths of Davy Crockett and George Washington
the Movement counterpoised a hip countermyth of America:
backwoods, poorly mapped, shadowed, magic-realist - a
preserve of cranky characters and arcane manners. And,
most crucially, it imagined it might live there.'

Ford follows the observations of Roland Barthes's Mythologies in positing that
although (as Ford might have put it) the combination of 'magic' and the claims of
exotica to 'realism' and truth might seem to present a paradox, 'the audience
takes pleasure in believing' in it nevertheless.”* He aptly situates Dylan's
Basement Tapes and Captain Beefheart's 1969 album Trout Mask Replica in this
context, as the latter combines a surreal take on folk poetry with an unadorned

recording process that results in lo-fi effects:

The unaccompanied songs... were done as 'field recordings'
at the house where Beefheart and his band lived. Frank
Zappa, the album's producer, was careful to preserve the
clicks of the tape recorder's pause button, the ambient room
sound of domestic space, and the imperfections of
Beefheart's delivery as the contingent traces of his social
medium. That medium is an imaginary locus that stands for
and alongside the known America... Trout Mask Replica's
social image is a double exposure - a ghosted image of the
old weird America superposed on the photoreal present...

Beefheart sings... with such penetrative force the...
taped sound distorts - a mistake that, like Thelonious

*" Ford 2008.

*2 Ford 2008, 115.
133 Ford 2008, 117.
3% Ford 2008, 123.
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Monk's split notes or the feedback screech on a Velvet

underground record, is really no mistake at all, but a trace

of social contingency capture, fixed in LP grooves, and

drawn into a record's rhetoric of authenticity.'>®
The role of the 'photoreal' medium of magnetic tape in authenticating the 'old
weird America' in all its exotic roughness is of particular importance here,
allowing the 'magic' to become 'real.' Filene saw a similar ability in the tape
recorders used by John and Alan Lomax to collect archaic folk-song - 'the
recorder appealed as an incontrovertible source of truth. How could a recording
machine lie?'"*® The same effect can readily be seen in the aesthetics of
subsequent recordings associated with lo-fi, its potency and urgency intensifying
as the degrees of magic (i.e. exotic distance from technocratic culture) and
realism increased in equal proportion, with recording imperfections both
establishing technocratic distance and underscoring the medium's unwavering
commitment to truth.

Following Captain Beefheart, and again with the help of Frank Zappa,
were a number of artists - Larry 'Wild Man' Fischer, The Legendary Stardust
Cowboy, The Shaggs, Hasil Adkins and Half Japanese - in whom even more
radical evocations of the 'primitively' surreal coincided with the undeniable
realism of their having been recorded (even if the phonographic imperfections
that might have represented this do not, on the whole, figure in their reception
until Jandek and Daniel Johnston in the 1980s). This celebration of such
exotically primitive recordings represents countercultural aesthetics taking at face
value, for example, Roszak's fear, that 'the capacity of our emerging technocratic
paradise to denature the imagination by appropriating to itself the whole meaning

of Reason, Reality, Progress, and Knowledge will render it impossible for men to

%5 Ford 2008, 118.
% Filene 2000, 56.
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give any name to their bothersomely unfulfilled potentialities but that of
madness.'"’

Whether primitive, kitsch, bathetic or reminiscent of European avant-garde
composers that famously influenced him (such as Stravinsky and his primitivist
Rite of Spring), Frank Zappa's career is widely considered a celebration of the
grotesque. Ben Watson begins one of his books on Zappa by asserting that his
music 'is above all a provocation, a smack in the face for public taste.'"*® This
was not the anti-commercialism of folk revivals or lo-fi, however: 'Zappa wasn't
innocent of commercial manipulation; indeed his whole 'anti-commercial' shtick
was predicated on the idea of how oppositional, non-conformist, freaky culture
could attract attention and sell records.'"*

It would be difficult to avoid the conclusion that when a double LP by the
mentally ill Larry 'Wild Man' Fischer, knowingly given the meek title An Evening
With Wild Man Fischer, was released on Zappa's Bizarre label in 1969, Fischer
was appearing as a magical-realist object of otherness, as Zappa's real-life freak.
Fischer was a street performer Zappa encountered busking on Los Angeles's
Sunset Strip, and his realism is emphasised immediately in the notes Zappa
provided for An Evening's back cover:

Wild Man Fischer is a real person who lives in Hollywood,
California... Everyone thought he was crazy. His mother
had him committed to a mental institution twice."*

Further emphasising the realism, the records' liner notes disclosed the recording

process in detail - much of it 'recorded... on a Uher portable stereo tape

3" Roszak 1969, xiii.

1% Watson 2005, 6.

3% Watson 2005, 9. Indeed, Zappa's first album was called Freak Out!
140 7appa 1969b.
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recorder.'™" The process of making 'field recordings' of Beefheart was also
applied to Fischer, who was recorded in his usual context on the Sunset Strip. As
if addressing a culture resembling Roszak's technocracy, Zappa adds, 'Please
listen to this album several times before you decide whether or not you like it or
what Wild Man Fischer is all about. He has something to say to you, even though
you might not want to hear it.'"** To whatever extent we interpret Zappa's
statement as an echo or a parody of folksong recordists such as the Lomaxes, it
is reminiscent of Steinbeck's comments on Woody Guthrie nevertheless, as well
as prefiguring commentary on the also mentally ill Daniel Johnston.

Zappa described his project as 'sociological' or of an otherwise detached
and disciplined character, and many commentators have agreed with him. As the
Bizarre label stated, 'we present musical and sociological material that the
important record companies would probably not allow you to hear;'™** Zappa
'wanted to do [Beefheart's Trout Mask Replica] as if it were an anthropological
field recording.'™** Recent writers refer to the way he would bring people into 'his

sociological project'*°

and describe him as a 'latent anthropologist' who,
according to typical realist rhetoric, 'deciphered the nuance and textures of
American society like no other.'"*® Biographer Barry Miles traces a dubious
‘anthropological' interest throughout Zappa's career, observing that 'so much of

his work was journalistic or broadly anthropological.''*” Zappa's was a 'ruthless,

flat, accurate portrayal [of Los Angeles] seen without emotion, viewed as if he

"1 Zappa 1990, 52.

%2 Zappa 1969a.

43 James 2005, 108.

144 Zappa 1990, 51. Emphasis in original.
%5 owe 2007, 144.

146 Gaines 2007, 129.

47 Miles 2004, 64, 158, 218, 383.
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had no thoughts and no moral or aesthetic prejudices about what he saw; his was
a sociological, almost zoological approach.''*®
A process that ostensibly involves 'no thoughts and no moral or aesthetic

prejudices,’ however, was in Zappa's case actually one that merely and
repeatedly generates the inverse image of existing tastes as if deliberately
seeking them out. The tendency for terms like 'anthropological' to suggest cool,
unmediated, even academic documentation of 'real life' might have supplied a
rationale for representations of bad taste and the grotesque, but it can hardly be
considered genuinely objective or any less a construction than those behind other
realist rhetorics that have associated 'reality’ with depictions of the apparently
more sordid, marginal and supposedly challenging aspects of society. One
wonders what it is about Captain Beefheart or Larry 'Wild Man' Fischer that
makes them more 'real,’ more worthy of anthropological focus than any of the
other musicians in Zappa's late 1960s California milieu: such allusions to
objectivity serve, as in nineteenth-century American realist literature, for example,
to tame a social "other half" located within the cityscape.’® For disability activist
David Hevey:

The use of disabled people is the anchor of the weird, that

is, the fear within. They are used as the symbol of

enfreakment or the surrealism of all society. 'Reactionary’

users of this notion hunt the 'crips' down to validate chaos

within their own environment... 'progressive’ users of this

notion hunt them down within their own environment to find

an essential romantic humanity in their own lives... The US

'crip' symbol denotes alienation. '

Experiences of primitivist art function in a similar way. As Connelly puts it: 'Like

representations of violent natural phenomena in the sublime mode, the idols of

8 Miles 2004, 217. These claims are also made in Sutton 2005, 102.
49 Kaplan 1988, 44-64.
%0 Hevey 1992, 72.
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Picasso are frightening yet pleasurable, because they, like the primitivism they
embody, are framed and controlled by the broader aesthetic norms of "fine
art.""" There is also, in accepting such a challenge, the reward of cultural capital
that Hibbett finds in indie rock. Even scholars such as David Sanjek have
reproduced the aesthetics of a grotesque, unpalatable realism uncritically, finding
that 'Zappa does not attempt to avoid or elude any of [Fischer's] emotions,
however disturbing, annoying or audience-inhibiting they might be' and, aiming at
bad listeners, that the 'excesses of Fischer's delivery' are 'intimidating (for
many).""*
That Fischer is recorded through the unflinchingly '‘photoreal' medium of
the portable tape recorder only heightens the sense of apparent documentary
authenticity with which this process was undertaken, and this presentation can be
considered a form of the 'enfreakment' Hevey notes in the equally unadorned
photography of Diane Arbus in the late 1960s."* Like Arbus's famous photograph
The Jewish Giant (critiqued by Hevey) of a man with gigantism standing next to
his parents, the cover of An Evening With Wildman Fischer depicts the singer
standing over a smaller, elderly woman labelled 'Larry's Mother,' enhancing his
difference just as nineteenth-century photographs of freaks did."**

As both Ford's essay and Robert Bogdan's historicisation of the freak
show explain, exoticising depictions of 'primitives' were often accompanied by
affectations of scientific and ethnographic study.'®® The nineteenth-century

category of 'freaks' included both people with disabilities and people representing

cultures outside the West, with the '"Wild Man' a common form of exhibit in the

> Connelly 1995, 114.

%2 Sanjek 2013, 157, 161.

%% Hevey 1992, 53-74.

> Thomson 1996, 8. On the cover An Evening With Wild Man Fischer Fischer's mother was
respresented by a cardboard cut-out of an elderly woman.

'%° Ford 2008, 110; Bogdan 1988, 105-111.
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freak show, variously represented by great apes, hirsute people, people of colour
(particularly of African descent) and people with intellectual disabilities.® In the
pre-colonial era, the 'wild man' of art, literature and folklore was the 'Other' of
civilization, ™’ a liminal figure representing the margins of medieval society by
straddling the line between civilized human and irrational beast,'*® 'the abstract
concept of "noncivilization" rendered as a fearful physical reality''>® and
‘everything [people] hoped they were not.''®® After the medieval era, the wild man
‘elicited envy' because 'he indulged his impulses at will and without guilt... the
woodlands were now celebrated for their freedom from the trammels of
convention and the corruption of man's society.'161 It was more than the epithet
that remained the same in the case of Zappa recording Larry 'Wild Man' Fischer.
A similar dynamic has long regulated modes of society, behaviour and otherness,

|162(

and is active in lo-fi, with descriptions of Daniel Johnston as 'backwoods note

the near-homophone with 'backwards') and Beat Happening's lead singer as a

'bumpkin bopping about the sleepy woods,''®®

and the regularly noted rural or
marginal location of many lo-fi artists.

The artist most akin to Larry "Wild Man' Fischer in these respects was the
West Virginian rock-n-roll singer/songwriter Hasil Adkins. Adkins was one of a
number of rural or smaller-town musicians whose recordings made during the
1960s, then comparatively little noticed, were reissued during the 1980s to much

underground music press enthusiasm, leading to new recordings - the others

including, as we will see, The Legendary Stardust Cowboy and the Shaggs, and

196 Bogdan 1988, 69, 119-146.
" Bartra 1994.

18 yamamoto 2000.

%9 Husband 1980, 5.

180 White 1972, 5.

1" Husband 1980, 13.

162 Bent 1988.

183 Stirling 1988, 9.
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others such as Dennis Carleton and Roky Erickson. Appearing immediately
before or coinciding with the reception of 1980s lo-fi artists, these reissues
provided much of the comparison and context by which lo-fi artists would be
understood, and began to establish a canon of 'primitives.' As with Fischer and
Beefheart, the apparent realism of the recording medium itself served to enhance
the 'strange but true' exotic authenticity of these technocratically-distant artists,
as did classically primitivist assumptions of naivety and a lack of self-
consciousness on the musicians' part. (By 2000, these musicians would be
gathered together, along with Larry 'Wild Man' Fischer, Jandek, Daniel Johnston
and others, as part of Irwin Chusid's category of 'Outsider Music.'"®*)

In 1996, Adkins appeared as the first entry in Kemp's 'Lo-Fi Top Ten,'
establishing him as the root of a lo-fi canon and describing him as 'the original
DIY artist' and 'this wild man.""®® Labels began to release rock 'n' roll singles he
had recorded at his home in 1961, and a compilation LP, Out to Hunch, was
released in 1986 by Norton, a new label co-founded by Billy Miller and Miriam
Linna, a former member of the Cramps. Adkins had already been an influence on
this New York band who mixed punk with early rock 'n' roll and horror themes and
who had covered Adkins's song 'She Said' in 1981."°® In doing so the band's lead
singer Lux Interior sang with a styrofoam cup in his mouth throughout in an
apparent attempt to mimic Adkins's speech, which listeners unfamiliar with his
West Virginian accent might find difficult to decipher. As one chronicle of the
band (offensively) puts it, 'the track features Lux affecting a convincing toothless
redneck vocal by the simple mechanism of stuffing a Styrofoam cup into his

mouth.'"®" An indication of how the Cramps heard Adkins as well as a kind of lo-fi

'%% Chusid 2000.

1%% Kemp 1996, 428.

1% The Cramps 1981 (disc). See Johnston 1990, 67; Porter 2007, 90.
%7 Porter 2007, 90.
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effect, the styrofoam cup served as both a (speech) impediment and a
heightening of ethnic and disabled otherness.

A newly recorded follow-up to Out to Hunch was titled The Wild Man, and
Adkins was repeatedly labelled as a 'wild man' well into the 1990s, a term that,
though a self-identification dating back to Adkins's teens, nevertheless allowed
the discourse around him to conflate his rural origin, the energy of his music and
a distance from social and musical norms.'® Drawing attention to the recording
medium as a form of realism, Miller announced in the liner notes of Out to Hunch:
'friends, we have the proof here in plastic. You are holding in your hands right
now one of the most psychotically wild collections of sounds ever to have been
captured on wax - the primitive sound of Hasil 'Haze' Adkins - the One Man
Band.'"®® Miller wrote an extended piece on Adkins for his 1950s-early 1960s
rock 'n' roll-themed fanzine Kicks, calling Adkins 'rock & roll's premier wild man,’
and describing Adkins's recording equipment itself as 'crude’ and 'primitive.'’"°
This blurring-together of the culturally and technological primitive is more obvious
in a review of Out to Hunch for another retro rock 'n' roll fanzine, Fuzbrains:

When you talk of the roots of Rock 'n Roll, you might as well
include the dirt that surrounds the roots. Right in this damp,
dark area is where Hasil Adkins strums out his primitive
sound. Sounds that may scare or bewilder the casual
listener; this LP of the best of Hasil Adkins is definitely for
the rockin' mature. Recorded on primitive equipment, this
record is not recommended for those C.D. listeners."”
Out to Hunch was a collection of recordings with a number of obvious lo-fi effects,

particularly phonographic distortion and loose timing, and this review associates

them and Adkins's cultural and historical distance with dirt, in much the same way

1%8 | ipton 1995.

'%9 Miller 1986b.

70 Miller 19864, 6.

' Fuzbrains [19867].
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as Bangs's Trog (‘covered... in grime and shit') and Jandek and Johnston were
(see Chapter 4). The review also carries a warning to bad listeners, much like
that Hansen gave his listeners concerning 'primitive’ blues, that the record is
challenging and not for casual listeners to 'easy listening,' but now, in the mid-
1980s, it is directed at those listeners who opt for the high fidelity of CDs.

Option called Out to Hunch 'a minimalist delight... truly primitive
rockabilly... Haze is wilder than a hurricane.''? Writers were particularly
preoccupied with portrayals of Adkins's rural American origin many would find
offensive today. One wrote that a subsequent EP 'sounds like authentic mountain
man music, a raw soundtrack for incest and tender bestiality. In super lo-fi."'"®
Byron Coley, a critic who wrote the 'Underground’ column for Spin in a style
reminiscent of Bangs, called Adkins (referring to a live gig) 'a cave-crawling West
Virginian one-man band... looking like a guy you just caught with a mouthful of
your best goat. Haze tore up the club with a set of primitive hunch-rock that had
even the staidest dinks doing belly rubs in the dirt.""* This was very much the
preferred representation of Adkins and the argument for the value of his music.
As Adkins himself put it, however, 'l had pretty songs - hundreds of 'em - but the
people all want 'em crazy and the worser it is the more they go for it."""®

Similar to Adkins in his reception is Norman Odam, better known as The
Legendary Stardust Cowboy, a Texan whose rural ethnicity was emphasised by
the full cowboy costume he wore in performance. His single 'Paralyzed' was, as
New York Rocker noted in 1982, 'the novelty song of 1968,' reaching number 98
in the Billboard chart that year. Consisting of 'a hyped-up West Texas beat' and

sounding 'like a cowboy Captain Beefheart left out in the desert sun too long' and

72 Kristel 1986, 55.
73 | eland 1986, 41.
' Coley 1987d, 39.
7% Adkins, quoted in Miller 1986b.
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'the sort of serious, flat-out derangement that could have originated only in
Texas,' the single was promoted as 'the worst record in the world.""”® Odam
returned in the 1980s with a new album Rock-it To Stardom, whereupon The
New York Times recalled that 'Paralyzed' had sounded 'to the uninitiated like
three minutes of incoherent bellowing, interspersed with whoops and hollers,
fractured drumming and periodic blasts on a bugle.' Like Adkins, Odam was also
retroactively understood to have been a precursor of punk: 'to many early punk
and new wave performers, "Paralyzed"... proved conclusively that one could put
utter anarchy and mayhem on a 45-rpm record and get away with it.""’” And also
like Adkins, Odam would be championed in independent music discourse. Op
called him 'one of the great primitives,' noting, 'although not in possession of
anything approximating proper pitch... [he] does have a lovely voice,' and calling
Rock-it To Stardom 'one of the most original and sincere albums of the year."'"®
Coley wrote about him regularly for Spin and Forced Exposure’” calling him
'uniquely American' and 'primitive but effective.''®

Another noted 'primitive' from this era was Jonathan Richman, who had a
less rural or archaic status than Adkins, Odam or the Shaggs but who would, like
them, become a point of reference in describing 1980s lo-fi artists. With the
Velvet Underground as an avowed influence, Richman was primitive in the simple
garage rock he recorded as one of the Modern Lovers in the early 1970s, which

was eventually released as The Modern Lovers in 1976."®" The New York Times

called this album 'neoprimitive art-rock, with those determined twanging variants

76 Mortland 1982.

" Palmer 1984.

78 Foster 1984b.

' Coley 1985; Coley 1987b, 35; Coley 1989c, 108.
180 5led 1987.

'®1 For more on Jonathan Richman, see Mitchell 1999.
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on the same three chords.''® However, subsequent albums Jonathan Richman
and the Modern Lovers (1976) and Rock 'n' Roll with the Modern Lovers (1977)

revealed that Richman had since changed his style to something much more

1183

childlike: 'semi-infantile joy and silliness' ™ with 'songs about ice cream men and

rocking leprechauns and the like.""®* Mark Perry, author of the punk fanzine
Sniffin' Glue, wrote that the latter album recalled childhood holidays but was
nevertheless 'very primitive - medieval even!"'®® Richman maintained this style

throughout the 1980s, during which time he would be described as 'treat[ing] pop

1186 1

music as a sort of semi-moronic form of folk music, rock 'n' roll's best example

t|187 ' d 1188

of an unspoiled, unaffected, primitive artis a wide-eyed, overgrown chil

1189

'rock's happiest amateur,' ™ and 'willing to open up his feelings without the

protection of hipness or technology.'190 Following a live performance, one

Washington Post reviewer wrote:

Last night Richman was proof positive that in rock 'n' roll,
genuine emotion can overcome technical shortcomings.
Richman's lack of technical skills was staggering. But his
childish delight in the mundane and his adolescent yearning
for happiness were so convincing that they transcended
technical questions. By assuming the odd persona of the
troubador-naif, the idiot savant, the rock 'n' roll chronicler of
innocence unlost, he made everything sound too original to
ever be hackneyed. '’

In accompanying childlike themes with simple and amateurish music -
constituting a form of crudeness outside of the aggression and intensity of 1970s

punk - Richman would provide independent music discourse with a model and

182 Rockwell 1976.
183 Robbins 1976.
'8 Rockwell 1976.
'8 perry 19771,
'8 Niester 1981.
¥ Himes 1982.
'8 pareles 1983a.
'8 pareles 1983b.
1% Himes 1984.
¥ Himes 1979.
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comparison for the reception of lo-fi artists, particularly Daniel Johnston and Beat
Happening.

Another prominent act of the time to be associated with naivety was the
Shaggs. During the 1970s, Frank Zappa praised this band of teenaged sisters
from New Hampshire as being better than the Beatles,'? and the irony of such a
statement would have been apparent to anyone who heard their 1969 debut
album, Philosophy of the World. Much like the Godz, the Shaggs were not poorly
recorded but plainly did not meet conventional standards of musical skill. But
whereas the Godz had been part of the New York bohemian scene, the Shaggs
were considered to be more authentically primitive and the recording of their
album (in a studio, paid for by their father, as was the release) a naive and
fascinating accident. When Philosophy of the World was reissued in 1980, it
made the pages of The New York Times ('they didn't seem to know anything
about music of any sort... Philosophy of the World may be the worst rock album

193
)

ever made' and Rolling Stone, where Debra Rae Cohen wrote:

Philosophy of the World is the sickest, most stunningly
awful wonderful record I've heard in ages... The Wiggin
sisters hail from rural New Hampshire, but they hack away
at their instruments with the combined burbling intens'ty
[sic] and utter talentlessness of a year's worth of [New York
punk club] CBGB audition nights... The Shaggs are an
anachronistic treasure. They're both priceless and timeless.
I'd call Philosophy of the World a work of primitive American
genius, but I'm too busy rolling on the floor with laughter.'®*

Not only did the reviewer note the 'rural' origin of the Shaggs, juxtaposing it with

the urban punk club, and invoke the 'primitive,' she also associated their playing

192 Hamelman 2004, 35; Newman 1995, 348.
193 palmer 1980.
19 Cohen 1980.
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with mental impairment - they sing like 'a lobotomized Trapp Family Singers."'®

In separate articles, Rolling Stone awarded the Shaggs the title of '‘comeback of

the year''®®

and wrote 'it's a cacophony so amiable that it's immediately
endearing' and that the LP was 'unrivalled for sheer, unabashed, good-natured
musical ineptitude. Without exaggeration, it may stand as the worst album ever
recorded."¥’

Though it received prominent national attention, Philosophy of the World
was also championed in the emerging independent music discourse of the 1980s.
By the mid-1990s they were canonised as one of indie rock's earliest bands,
appearing in the Spin Alternative Record Guide and Alt-Rock-a-Rama, where
Philosophy of the World was listed as one of 'The 100 Most Influential Alternative
Releases of All Time,' number three in "The Original Punks: The Greatest Garage
Recordings of the Twentieth Century' ('the Shaggs' naiveté is what makes them
so endearing') and one of the 'Fifty Most Significant Indie Records.'"*® In 1980, in
its third issue, Op magazine publishe an article on the Shaggs that carried the
folk-revival rhetoric of Rolling Stone further, noting 'angelic voices with strong
New Hampshire accents,' and urging 'LISTEN TO THIS MUSIC! This is ethnic
music in a truly American frame of reference... The Shaggs' integrity and purity of
vision shines through like a 50,000 watt lighthouse on a stormy night. Listen to
this record. It will change your life.""*® The 'stormy night' might be taken to
represent the band's technical disorganisation, and the trope of lo-fi artists

'shining through' lo-fi effects would be repeated in the independent and indie

discourse on them in subsequent years. Op also observed that although the band

'%% Cohen 1980. The album's credits also prompt the question, 'what does it mean... when the
Wiggins thank "the whole town of Fremont, N.H."? Is the place an asylum?'

'% Rolling Stone 1981, 31.

97 Connelly 1980.

"% Newman 1995; Strauss 1996, 5; Hull 1996, 12; O'Connor 1996, 61.
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used to be 'the object of ridicule' when they performed live, 'the younger children
loved the Shaggs.'?®® The high value of a more primitive aesthetics and musical
ability, especially that of children, would be a recurring theme in independent
music discourse throughout the 1980s, especially surrounding Beat Happening,
who were closely involved with the making of Op and made their first appearance
on its pages in 1984.%"

In fact, Op's pages were decorated with childlike drawings throughout the
early 1980s, which coincided with - but is not simply a consequence of - its status
as a an amateur, fanzine project. In 1985, Sound Choice, too, would decorate its

pages with primitivist art.

200 Fisk [1980/19817].
27 |ngels 1984e.
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Figure 1 Eggs, elephants and Eiffel Towers in a child-like style on the cover
of Op's E issue, Spring 1981
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Figure 2 Primitivist illustration in Sound Choice 3 (Fall 1985), 61, 65; Sound
Choice 9 (Winter Solstice, 1987), 69.
Primitivism was in fashion in the early 1980s, and the 'Primitivism' exhibition at
the Museum of Modern Art in 1984 was part of this. This primitivism in early
independent music discourse echoed that of many of the British post-punk
releases of the time - the Slits appeared naked except for mud and loincloths on
the cover of the 1979 album The Cut and the cover of The Pop Group's 1979
album Y featured a photograph of the 'Mudmen' of Asaro in Papua New
Guinea.?®? Half Japanese, a band from Maryland, released their debut album 1/2
Gentlemen / Not Beasts in 1980, with photographs of semi-naked figures wearing

stylised modernist-primitivist costumes on its cover and enclosed inside.

202 Reynolds 2005a, 83-85.
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1/2 JAPANESE

g2 GESNESN ST - CE M E T INC NGO T B E ST S

Figure 3 The cover of Half Japanese's 1/2 Gentlemen / Not Beasts (1980)

Half Japanese were noted for having recorded their material at home and
having released on it cassette, but their style of instrumental playing usually took
aesthetic precedence over any attention to phonographic imperfection. Like the
Godz and the Shaggs, Half Japanese, and its figurehead Jad Fair (who often
recorded and performed solo) particularly, were notorious for their lack of
conventional musical ability, and the band's reception has carried a consistently
primitivist rhetoric throughout a career which spans the 1980s independent music
discourse and 1990s indie rock (when they supported Nirvana) and is still
ongoing. When 1/2 Gentlemen / Not Beasts was re-issued in 2013, Pitchfork
praised the 'primitive, raucous debut' for its 'caveman racket,' 'naked emotion' and
'fearless amateurism.'?*® In 1996, Half Japanese followed Hasil Adkins and The
Velvet Underground as the third entry in Kemp's 'Lo-Fi Top Ten,' where Kemp

relates, with irony, that band-member Jad Fair had considered their music 'very

203 Masters 2013b.
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accessible... very normal... straightforward,' thus emphasising the primitivising
narrative of unselfconsciousness.?** It became something of a tradition to heap
hyperbolic praise on Half Japanese which, however ironic it might have been,
maintained this atmosphere of naivety.?*

Trouser Press wrote of Half Japanese that 'this primitive music has all the
adolescent charm of rock 'n' roll,' calling them 'raucous and chaotic.'?*® Op's
editor John Foster called them 'primals' and 'primitive-ironics,' observing that 'in
the Half Japanese morality play, nobody grows up' and that 'Fair shows all the
maturity of your average creative 9-year old.' He concluded that the band
overcame their 'faults': 'l've looked at 'em cross-eyed, examined their faults one
at a time (they're all here), and they're still one of the most interesting, most
important bands I'll ever hear."”®” Another Op reviewer, Paul Lemos, called Jad
Fair's album Monarchs 'an eccentric, sensitive set of folk ballads... stamped with
Jad's unmistakably beautiful sincerity,' comparing it to the Shaggs and 'Wild Man

Fischer,'?%®

and called Half Japanese 'one of America's best,' finding that
'melodies are nowhere to be found. Mind you, this is not a complaint, but rather a
positive note, since the group has always been heralded for its unparalleled
havoc.’?” By the early 1980s, this rhetorical construction - noting a deficiency of
conventional or commercial aesthetics but counting it as a direct benefit - had

become common in punk and independent music discourse, and it is in such a

context that lo-fi aesthetics took hold in subsequent years.

294 Jad Fair, quoted in Kemp 1996, 428.

205 E.g.: 'Lester Bangs noted that Half Japanese (perhaps the finest band of all time) were so
great that he hadn't even been able to listen to their three-LP opus' - Coley 1988a, 36; 'Jad is
the embodiment of style, class and guts' - Cosloy 1987a.

2% Ross 1981.

7 Foster 1981, Foster 1983.

208 | emos 1984a.

29 | emos 1984c, Lemos 1984b.



116

As the following chapters will make clear, primitivist and realist narratives
are at the core of lo-fi aesthetics, but as this chapter has shown, they did not
begin with lo-fi. In developing an aesthetic that incorporated phonographic and
other recording imperfections, even naming it after them, the independent music
discourse of the 1980s and 1990s drew on the aesthetic rhetorics of 1960s and
1970s countercultural rock, the folk revival of the 1950s and 1960s, and even the
broad historical backdrop of Romanticism. Lo-fi represents the incorporation of
phonographic imperfection into these longer aesthetic traditions of distance from
modern technocracy. There are similarities in the anti-establishment socio-
cultural dynamic that finds deep value and authenticity in the 'imperfect' or
‘awkward' expressions of Wordsworth's 'real men,' Thoreau's 'murky’
acquaintance, Ives's stone-mason, Woody Guthrie, blues singers, Roscoe
Halcomb, Marcus's 'Old Weird America,' Bangs's Trog(g)s and Godz, Captain
Beefheart, Larry 'Wild Man' Fischer, Hasil Adkins, the Legendary Stardust
Cowboy, Jonathan Richman, The Shaggs and Half Japanese. These recurrences
only emphasise the deeply-ingrained nature of a model that would, with the
addition of phonographic imperfection, be repeated in the reception of Jandek,
Daniel Johnston, Beat Happening, Guided By Voices and other lo-fi artists, and
again in 2012 with the reception of Willis Earl Beal (see Chapter 8).

But before we see how phonographic imperfection and other lo-fi effects
were incorporated into this process with the reception of these artists, we must
look more closely at the discourse of the early 1980s and examine the
relationship between lo-fi aesthetics and the cultural milieus with which it is

frequently associated: punk and the cassette medium.



117

Chapter 3. 'We're Better Than We Sound:' Punk
and Cassette Culture on Amateurism and Sound
Quality, 1976-1992

It is often assumed that punk music, recording cassettes at home and lo-fi all
broadly fall into the same category - 'do it yourself,' regularly shortened to 'the
DIY ethic.' This ethic is typically recognised as resulting in music whose rougher
gualities are either excused or, more usually, proudly ‘celebrated.’ But were the
categories and discourses of punk, home-recorded cassettes and lo-fi really this
coextensive during their early development? To what extent was the aesthetics
they were built on really a celebration of roughness, and phonographic
imperfection particularly?

Even in its title, Amy Spencer's 2005 book DIY: The Rise of Lo-Fi Culture
draws an equivalence between the categories of DIY and lo-fi, and the terms are
used interchangeably throughout, even when applied outside of recorded music
or outside of music entirely. Spencer uses the term 'lo-fi culture' to refer to do-it-
yourself production in a range of media throughout the twentieth century:
fanzines as early as the 1920s and many varieties of 'lo-fi music' - skiffle, punk,
post-punk, queercore and riot grrrl. Summarising 'lo-fi music' and beginning with
skiffle:

The do-it-yourself approach to music making is all about
producing your own music using whatever resources are
available to you... [Earlier in the twentieth century] the most
celebrated example of this approach was skiffle... This was
a democratic form of music, which almost anyone could
produce, usually played on home-made or improvised
instruments... So began the tradition of lo-fi music, the
concept of not trying to seek out new technology to produce
your music. This was based in the realization that you don't
need the most expensive instruments or the most high tech

recording equipment to make good music, but can instead
celebrate what resources you have.*

! Spencer 2008, 187-188.
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For Spencer, punk is also a form of DIY / lo-fi music, one which 'directly’ negates

the music industry and its technology:

To the punks, well-rehearsed performance and technically

advanced production were not standards to aspire to but

rather something to rebel against. This set their attitudes

directly against those of the music industry, who made use

of the ever-improving music technology. Many punk

musicians were notoriously amateur in their approach to

music making; often claiming that they did not even know

how to play their instruments before starting their bands.

Using cheap, basic equipment, they simply improvized as

they went along. This epitomized the punk attitude.?
In a section entitled 'Cassette Culture," lo-fi music adopts a new medium: 'in the
late 70s there was a new format rising in popularity in which lo-fi musicians saw
potential. The cassette tape seemed perfect for their needs.'®> She thus suggests
that 'lo-fi music' preceded the cassette.

Though Spencer's use of the term 'lo-fi' is broader than usual (so broad
that 'low fidelity' is only barely implied), she is certainly in line with a prevailing
view in popular music discourse, originating in the 1990s, that constructs the
home-recorded cassettes of the 1980s as lo-fi and their creators as lo-fi
musicians. As the section's title implies, Spencer recognises that during this
period, the amateur recording of cassettes developed into a category named
‘cassette culture." And she would not be incorrect to see the aesthetics of punk
and lo-fi to overlap - both are concerned with rejecting mainstream technocracy,
inverting its aesthetic standards, and celebrating rough, amateur sounds in an
independent context. But at what points did punk, cassette culture and lo-fi
aesthetics diverge during the period under discussion?

This chapter examines the extent to which lo-fi aesthetics was actually at

work in discourses on punk and cassettes (or cassette culture) in the 1970s and

1980s. The picture that emerges is a complex and sometimes contradictory one -

2 Spencer 2008, 196-197.
% Spencer 2008, 305.
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neither punk nor cassette culture during this period represent a clear and uniform

negation of what might be regarded as commercial standards of musicianship
and sound quality through an appreciation of recording (especially phonographic)
imperfections, as would align them with lo-fi aesthetics. It is certainly the case
that low standards of musicianship and sound quality, both of which were judged
in relation to musical production on major labels, were not favoured equally and
inseparably from each other. In the early-to mid-1980s the courtesies often
extended to musical technique constructed as 'amateur’ - to performance
imperfections - were much less often also extended to sound quality constructed
as 'poor,' although in subsequent years the latter would be increasingly tolerated
and enjoyed as a lo-fi aesthetics developed.

The discourses on punk and cassette culture most tolerated or enjoyed
performance and phonographic imperfection under certain particular conditions.
Firstly on the condition that neither - phonographic imperfection especially -
detracted from what were held to be the primary appeals of the music. In punk'’s
case the overriding aesthetic of 'rawness' - roughness, intensity and simplicity -
was potentially endangered by poor musicianship and poor sound quality. For the
most part, cassette culture saw poor sound quality as a concern but an extra-
musical one, and tended not to mention it unless it was particularly pronounced
and thus jeopardised the music or an artist's creative expression. Moreover,
cassette culture discourse regularly argued for the quality and optimal usage of
home-recording media.

Secondly, poor musicianship and poor sound quality were excused,
expected and even enjoyed in particular formal, stylistic and cultural contexts that
had become well established by the mid-1980s. One of these was live
recordings, where low sound quality could be expected and thus would not
invalidate a release. The others were particular genres. The most common was

'garage’ music or 'garage punk,’ whose name derived from the recording context
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and a tradition of rock music dating from the 1960s (as discussed in the previous

chapter). For both punk and cassette culture, the garage was effectively a safe-
house for an early form of lo-fi aesthetics, and the word 'garage’ fulfilled many of
the functions that 'lo-fi' would by the 1990s in denoting lesser technocracy: lesser
musicianship and sound quality together. Poor sound quality was also forgiven of
noise, industrial and experimental music, where it was considered the natural
result of loud and intense sound or blurred, often indistinguishably, with
potentially intentional use of noise and distortion.

The goal of this chapter is to establish a comparison between lo-fi
aesthetics and the aesthetic areas immediately adjacent to but not entirely
continuous with it in the independent music discourse of the long 1980s and often
conflated with lo-fi since then. Where the previous chapter charted only
continuities in the many decades leading up to lo-fi, this one charts discontinuities
in the much narrower slice of time in which lo-fi arose. The goal is to historicise
these points of similarity and dissimilarity rather than to separate concepts lo-fi,
punk and cassette culture as they might or should be understood today. To a
significant degree, this chapter demonstrates why punk and home-recording on
cassette are not in themselves the subject of more extensive study in this thesis.
It examines forms of discourse - fanzines and magazines - comparable with
those in which lo-fi aesthetics is more evident later in the century, and indeed
takes in many of the same publications that would later promote lo-fi aesthetics,

canonical lo-fi artists and a category of 'lo-fi.’

Punk Rock Aesthetics and Punk Fanzines

Ever since its beginnings in the 1970s, punk discourse's defining musical
aesthetic has been one of roughness, intensity, simplicity and, perhaps most of
all, the opposition all of this is held to pose to a cultural status quo, indexed by its

technocracy. A number of books have been written on the subject since the
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1970s, prominent among them being cultural studies by Hebdige (1979), Laing

(1985) and edited by Sabin (1999) (with a passage on punk appearing in a wider
study of rock by Frith, 1983) and histories by music critics Marcus (1989) and
Savage (1991).* Hebdige's book is more focused on style in general than music,
and for him the 'graffiti' signifying punk style is a 'gesture of defiance or
contempt... it signals a Refusal' with ‘the power to disfigure.”® For Hebdige 'the
punks... were dramatizing what had come to be called "Britain's decline" by
constructing a language which was, in contrast to the prevailing rhetoric of the

Rock Establishment, unmistakably relevant and down to earth... it was fitting that

mb

the punks should present themselves as "degenerates.”” He also notes the lo-fi-

like aesthetic effect of imperfections in the production of punk fanzines, which

resembled communications sent from and garbled by struggle:

Typing errors and grammatical mistakes, misspellings and
jumbled pagination were left uncorrected in the final proof.
Those corrections and crossings out that were made before
publication were left to be deciphered by the reader. The
overwhelming impression was one of urgency and
immediacy, of a paper produced in indecent haste, of
memos from the front line.”

Similarly, Frith notes the 'realism' of punk, with its:

Real / unreal distinction [that] depended on a series of
musical connotations - ugly versus pretty, harsh versus
soothing, energy versus art, the "raw" (lyrics constructed
around simple syllables, a three-chord lack of technique, a
"primitive" beat, spontaneous performance) versus the
"cooked" (rock poetry, virtuosity, technical complexity, big-
studio production). The signs of this musical realism, this
form of "unmediated" emotion, were, in fact, drawn from
well-known rock 'n* roll conventions - conventions which had
been established by American garage bands.®

* Hebdige (1979) 2003; Laing 1985; Sabin ed. 1999; Frith 1983, 158-163; Marcus (1989)
2001; Savage (1991), 2005.

®> Hebdige (1979) 2003, 3.

® Hebdige (1979), 2003, 87.

" Hebdige (1979), 2003, 111.

® Frith 1983, 158-159.
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Laing's comprehensive study of the musical, performative and social

aspects of punk rock draws on its discourse in search of meaning, which he sees
as lying in its 'oppositional stance,’ 'negative unity," and 'shock effects.' The latter
are tied up with 'truth-telling’ and their production 'involves confronting an
audience with unexpected or unfamiliar material which invades and disturbs the
discourse to which that audience is attuned.’ This shocks bad listeners, since
punk finds 'a pleasure in the awareness of how the other, "traumatized" listener
will be discomforted.”® ‘'The identity of punk,' Laing concludes, ‘depends in part on
its achieving a disquieting impact on listeners whose expectations are framed by
mainstream popular music and values.'*® Sabin summarises punk as ‘part youth
rebellion, part artistic statement' and 'dissatisfied rock and roll," whose ‘identifiable
attitudes' are ‘an emphasis on negationism (rather than nihilism); a
consciousness of class-based politics (with stress on "workingclass credibility™);
and a belief in spontaneity and "doing it yourself."**

In the first major article to discuss British 'punk rock’' as a movement with a
particular aesthetic and cultural context, Caroline Coon wrote for Melody Maker in
1976 that 'punk rock sounds simple and callow. It's meant to.'** She continues:

The equipment is minimal, usually cheap. It's played faster
than the speed of light. If the musicians play a ballad, it's
the fastest ballad on earth. The chords are basic, numbers
rarely last longer than three minutes, in keeping with the
clipped, biting cynicism of the lyrics. There are no solos. No
indulgent improvisations. It's a fallacy to believe that punk
rockers like The Sex Pistols can't play dynamic music. They
power through sets. They are never less than hard, tough

and edgy. The3y are the quintessence of a raging, primal
rock-scream.’

° Laing 1985, 38-39.

19| aing 1985, 76-81.

! Sabin ed. 1999, 2-3.

12 Coon 1976, 25. Frith would misquote this as 'punk rock sounds basic and raw. It's meant to'
- 1986, 266.

¥ Coon 1976, 25.
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With the important exception of speed, 'biting cynicism' and being 'hard, tough’,

many of these qualities - being 'callow’, using 'minimal’ and ‘cheap’' equipment,
being a 'quintessence’ of (in this case) rock, being 'primal’ (primitive) - also
converge within the lo-fi aesthetics that was evident by the late 1980s. And in
both punk and lo-fi aesthetics, opposition to the cultural status quo was
expressed in a musical aesthetics given as the precise inverse of conventional
technocratic aesthetics - preferences for 'dirty,' ‘'messy,' sounds, for example, and
even 'incompetent’ lack of conventional technique. But while punk so notably
extended its DIY philosophy beyond forming a band and into making recordings
and releasing them, the home-recording process and its narratives which would
become so central to lo-fi aesthetics were not central in punk. Moreover, lo-fi is
fundamentally an aesthetics of recordings, whereas in punk, as Hebdige and
Laing show, the live gig and other performances - on television, through clothing -
was an important aesthetic and social focal point.

It is far from obvious that early punk’'s musical aesthetics extended its
affinity for roughness or simplicity to phonography itself - often quite the contrary.
Where punk aesthetics found favour with conventionally low standards of
technical ability, as if often did, it only rarely did the same for low standards of
sound quality or recording, especially before the mid-1980s. Far from being the
hallmark of heroic amateurism it would be for lo-fi aesthetics, for punk poor sound
quality was regularly characterised as detrimental, both because at the time it
was largely outside musical or aesthetic considerations and because it risked
undermining what was so crucial to the enjoyment of punk music: the intensity -
the volume, the high and low frequencies (Coon's being 'hard, tough') - and the
coherency of lyrics (Coon' 'biting cynicism'), which often contain politicised
messages.

Yet while narratives relating to the appeals of phonographic imperfection

itself are only occasionally and partially recognisable, the concept of the 'garage’
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certainly is. As well as providing a context and an excuse for phonographic

imperfection to be merely accepted or actively enjoyed, it carried connotations of
1960s garage bands and the characteristics of the music they played - ‘fuzzy’
guitar timbres, organs and a historicised sense of psychedelia. In America,
particularly, there was a significant overlap in the early 1980s between punk and
what was regularly termed, retroactively, '60s punk,' which was on one occasion
even dated back to 1959.'* This widespread interest in the 1960s manifested not
just in an attention to reissued recordings from that era, but also in the new bands
that emulated them, and both were discussed extensively in punk fanzines such
as Maximumrocknroll, The trope of the garage was also recognised earlier, by

the British punk fanzine Sniffin' Glue.

Sniffin' Glue

With its first issue appearing in London in July 1976, Mark Perry's fanzine Sniffin’
Glue is considered a seminal publication in British punk music culture, and was
referenced extensively by Laing.™ The fanzine's focus, as stated in the first
issue, is 'punk rock," and the act most prominently covered in that issue was the
American band the Ramones. Throughout its one-year run, Sniffin' Glue was just
as much concerned with reviewing live music as it was with reviewing records,
and though it was brief and informal in tone, it plainly expresses a number of
aesthetic stances relating to punk and prefigures the attitudes of lo-fi aesthetics.

As is typical for punk, however, Perry's chief preference and expectation

16 117 118

was for intensity: heaviness,™ 'excitfeJment and power'~" and 'ene[r]gy.

General accounts of intensity as well as their violent effects were given in

4 Stigliano 1981.

'* The entire run of Sniffin’ Glue, together with an introduction by its founder Mark Perry, can
be found in facsimile in Perry 2009. Where page numbers in this volume appear they do so as
in original publication. All quotations therefore cited as in original publication.

'® perry 1976a.

7 perry 1976¢.

18 perry 1976b.
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statements such as 'an aggressive rocker with one of those insistant repetitive

ascending guitar riffs, that really burns into the brain cells.'*® Distorted guitar
timbres were well received,?® and a loud, distorted or low-pitched guitar riff was
described as dirty: a 'sludgey 'eavy guitar riff.’**

Perry's negationist aesthetics manifested in a distaste for expensive,
artificial and intellectualised music such as by 'the rock establishment," which was
positioned in contrast to being 'honest' and ‘real”:

Remember when [the Ramones] came over, everyone was
saying how dumb they are. Well - to me - in 'Pinhead' the
Ramones are saying "so what," they're showing how fuckin'
honest they are... The Ramones - breaking down barriers
that have been built by the, so-called, rock establishment.
Get back to the fuckin' real rock sound - guitar, bass, drum,
scream - with the Ramones. Dumb? Yeah, perhaps... but
it's better than learning how to operate a bleedin' £1000
synthesizer.*
Implying that their playing was of a similarly low standard, Perry said of The
Damned, "all that mucking around, all that honesty. The Damned have made a
great album.'?®

Ensuing from the 'dumbness' of the Ramones was an appreciation of both
simplicity,* and a toleration and enjoyment of messy textures, even as they
resulted from 'incompetent’ playing:

Crime... [are] very noisey and incompetent. It is a fuckin’
great single though. Both sides sound like they're record[ed]
in a warehouse, it's like a really horrible mess.?®
That a 'great single' was 'incompetent' and 'a really horrible mess' is a clear

example of punk's profound inversion of conventional technocratic aesthetics.

Note, too, the inference of the recording context, which may have stemmed from

1% perry 1976g.
%0 perry 1976f.
1 perry 1976e.
2 perry 1977b. Ellipsis after 'perhaps' in the original.
3 perry 1977d.
2 perry 1977e.
% perry 1977a.
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reverb heard on the recording or an assumption of unprofessional circumstances

that follow from the musicians' technique, or both. Recording context was also
inferred when Perry discussed a single from 1965 by garage band the Spades:
Such an authentic garage sound you can smell the carbon
monoxide... Roky's vocals are as nasal and sensational as
ever; great harmonica, almost in the right key.?
Here it is not just the recording context that is emphasised but also its
‘authenticity’ and connection with poor musicianship. 'Almost in the right key'
hovers between sarcasm and sincerity, but the comment is not a criticism - the
harmonica is judged by its relation to conventions such as key, even if inversely
or negatively, and the same applies to the 'nasal and sensational’ vocals (‘nasal’
vocals would be considered one of the major challenges of Daniel Johnston's
recordings).

However, while Perry was clearly well disposed towards noisiness,
messiness and incompetency and accordingly badly disposed towards expensive
equipment, his aesthetic remains limited. He criticised a '£1000 synthesiser,' but
did not go as far as praising a 'cheap guitar' of the sort that preoccupied lo-fi
aesthetics a decade later. Praising the Jam, he wrote 'their equipment's good, the
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guitarists got a Rickenbaker.”*" While recordings of live gigs were judged at lower

standards of sound quality than studio recordings (since they less easy to

control), Perry's comments on Dr Feelgood are telling:

It's pure unadalterated energy all the way with no let-up at
any point... one thing | wasn't expected was the sound
clarity of the album - it's superb... this is the way rock
should be; clean, hard, uncompromising and great to annoy
the neighbours with.?®

%6 perry 1976d.
" perry 1976h.
% perry 1976i.
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Perry is apparently not inclined to go as far as criticising 'superb’ 'sound quality’

along the same lines that he criticises 'learning how to operate a bleedin' £1000
synthesizer," and even though he recommends Dr Feelgood for annoying bad
listeners (‘'the neighbours'), their material is still appealingly 'clean’ - quite the

opposite of the terms favoured in lo-fi aesthetics.

Maximumrocknroll

The first issue of Maximumrocknroll was published in July 1982, and over the
next decade it became the leading North American punk fanzine. With many
dozens of recordings reviewed every issue, its reflection and development of
punk aesthetics was much deeper and more complex than that of Sniffin' Glue,
and no less discerning. Starting five years later and in San Francisco, the musical
landscape in which it situated itself was quite different. Maximumrocknroll
reflected the increased role of home-recorded cassettes by reviewing many of
them, even if it stopped short of giving them the topical focus that cassette culture
did. Although Maximumrocknroll took in a lot of British punk and what it called
'77-style punk,'?® much of the music it discussed had increased speed, distortion
and overall intensity, or what the fanzine called 'thrash punk' - what would later
be known as 'hardcore.’ In fact, the preamble to the first issue's reviews section
identified the seven different varieties of punk that would be covered: 'thrash
punk,' "77 or "classical" punk,' 'garage punk,' "'Oi" or skinhead punk,' 'heavy
metal punk,' '‘punky pop' and 'post-punk.’ Of these, garage punk is the closest to
lo-fi aesthetics, defined as 'raunchy primitive rock with sneering vocals, often with
humorous or just plain stupid themes; akin to 60's punk rock.'*

While Maximumrocknroll was clearly accommodating to garage punk in

light of its context and 'primitive' qualities, the category was rarely addressed in

% Bale 1982f.
% Bale 19820.
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isolation from the aesthetics of what was probably the fanzine's greatest

enthusiasm - for intensities of speed and (loud, distorted) sound.*" One album
within the garage punk genre was summarised as 'a raw garage punk album...
the music is exceedingly primitive, with fuzzy two-chord guitar, nasty vocals, and
a very fast tempo.*? Guitar timbres were praised in such potentially negative or

136

aggressive terms such as 'abrasive,*® 'dirty,”** 'grungy,’*® 'heavy,'*® 'fuzzy' and

'raunchy.’*’

The one term that encapsulated practically every positive characteristic of
punk, and probably the most common descriptive term in Maximumrocknroll, is,
as Frith notes about punk in general, 'raw.' For the fanzine, the term's
significance is less attributable to any specific meaning or set of meanings than to
the usefulness of its abstraction and flexibility, and its connotations of intensity
and distortion complicate Frith's conflation of the ‘raw' with the ‘uncooked.' Used
in the most offhand way, 'raw' could be applied to any aspect of music-making to
confer connotations of intensity, power, roughness, simplicity and unmediated
authenticity, but maybe its clearest role in Maximumrocknroll was in signalling
something appealing, and appealing in a uniquely 'punk’ manner.
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Guitars themselves could be 'raw,"*® as could the 'assaults' they made.*

An 'awesome thrash band' had 'a raw guitar that sounds like a pesty fly buzzing

140 141

around your head."™ Chords could be 'fast, powerful chords of raw persistence,
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vocals could be raw,*? and lend a band a 'vocal rawness,'*® 'raw, harsh vocal

3L E g.: Bale 1982bb, Yohannan 1982e, Yohannan 1982d, Pushead 1983c, Pushead 1983f.
*2 Bale 1983k.

% Bale 19829, Yohannan 1983h, Spinali 1983h.
% Bale 1982w, Yohannan 1982f.

% Jeff Bale 1982r, Bale 1983ee.

% Bale 1982j, Bale 1982e.

3" See below.

% Bale 1982q, Yohannan 1983bb.

% Bale 1982dd.

“° Bale 1983n.

*I pushead 1983d.

*2 Spinali 1983e.

*3 Yohannan 1983p.
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** Raw could describe the speed of

cracks' or the 'rawest, severest throat growls.

145

music (‘raw, grating, high-speed velocity," a 'full frontal assault of raw, rigorous
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rapidity"™). Bands could be on 'raw form'’, they could be 'rawer' versions of other
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bands,*® they could be known for 'raw blasts™° and bands from muiltiple historical

and stylistic backgrounds could all be equally raw.*® A song could have 'raw
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power,! 'raw cranking power>? and 'raw, foot-tapping spunk'** or be ‘as raw and

1 55

*>* A record itself could have 'loads of raw spirit',>> could be ‘raw

basic as possible.
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and aggressive,"” all of its tracks could be 'monstrously raw,"”™" it could be 'an
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amazingly raw sensory assault™" or it could simply be 'this raw record.”™” It could

also describe the use of a musical genre: 'real fast, raw garage music,'®

‘extremely raw and intense thrash,'®* 'raw, nasty garage thrash.'®?
This notable flexibility of ‘rawness' is further illustrated when it does not

preclude such qualities as catchiness (‘pretty raw and catchy" is the final word on
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one EP®®), weirdness (it's so raw and weird'®®) or intelligence ('intelligent raw

%) or even being 'slower, distinct or melodic' (‘the

noise with a militaristic beat
others are slower, more distinct or melodic, but still rough, raw, and tight'®). The

nebulous meaning of raw was refined and qualified by proximity to other terms,

*4 pushead 1983g.
%5 Schwartz 1982a.
8 pushead 1983a.
" Bale 1983h.

“8 yohannan 1983I.
9 Yohannan 1983z.
*0 yohannan 1983t.
°l Bale 1982a.

*2 pyshead, 1983b.
>3 Bale 1983e.

>* Yohannan 1983].
*5 Bale 1983p.

*% Yohannan 1983r.
" Bale 1982s.

°% Bale 1983dd.

9 Yohannan 1983i.
% Sjlva 1982b.

®1 Bale 1983kk.

62 Bale 1983x.

8 Yohannan 1983n.
% Yohannan 1983g.
85 Maximumrocknroll 1982.
% yohannan 1983m.
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as in the above formulations 'nice raw,' 'raw, harsh,' 'rawest, severest,' 'raw,

grating,' 'raw cranking," 'raw, foot-tapping,’ 'raw, uncontrollable,’ ‘'raw and
aggressive,' 'fast, raw," 'raw and intense' and ‘raw, nasty.' The prevailing negative
term used by Maximumrocknroll was 'wimpy' - it can almost be taken as an
opposite of 'raw.' Wimpiness was opposed to 'punk’ and dirty guitars®’ and

%9 and, as for Sniffin' Glue,

associated with pretentiousness®®, a 'pop sound
synthesizers.”
Given the considerable degree of flexibility and abstraction of the term

'raw,’ its application to matters of phonography is multivalent and ambiguous at

best. It is tempting to infer that when it was used to describe a 'sound’ (‘the sound

i 71 172

here is tight and raw'"*), 'production factors' ('the production factors are raw'’“) or
'the recording’ (the recording is raw enough'’®), it reflects a potentially approving
recognition of recording imperfection or even phonographic imperfection, but one
cannot go that far. Some uses support a kind of lo-fi aesthetics more clearly,
however, as its usage alongside passages on sound quality and 'the garage' will
show.

In the same way that Perry appreciated Dr. Feelgood as a band to annoy
the neighbours with, and supporting Laing's theory of shock effects,
Maximumrocknroll reviewers welcomed offensive music and conjured scenarios
in which it would offend non-punk bad listeners with relish: 'this EP is guaranteed
to offend anyone with a speck of decency, so buy two and send one to the moral

74

puritan of your choice,'”™ and 'ultra-primitive thrash... this record is guaranteed to

make musicologists puke, which increases its value substantially."”> And like

7 Bale 1982k.

% Bale 1982m.

% Bale 1982d.

* Bale 1982c.

" yohannan 1983x.
2 Spinali 1983a.

"3 Bale 1983q.

" Bale 1982b.
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' as well as being 'straightforward,

Perry, Maximumrocknroll praised 'honesty,
unpretentious.'”’

Punk shared with lo-fi aesthetics an enthusiastic recognition of qualities
like 'raw," 'dirty’ and ‘raunchy' and the overall interest in the challenging listening
experiences resulting from an inversion of conventional technocratic aesthetics.

That punk's dominant interest lay in general sonic intensity, however, is a key

difference.

Maximumrocknroll, Amateur Qualities and the Garage

Like Sniffin' Glue, Maximumrocknroll often showed enthusiasm for ‘amateurs' and
the relative musical incompetency they represented, and like early lo-fi aesthetics
it had a clear appreciation for the 'primitive.' It did not accept poor technique of
every kind, however. Nor was poor musicianship given preference over the
'superb musicianship' that the fanzine regularly praised.’

There are, however, several examples of Maximumrocknroll expressing
direct appreciation for such amateur qualities, in obvious parallel with the
reception of lo-fi and musics termed 'primitive':

With... the most amateur musicianship imaginable, I've got
to recommend it. "

The guitars and vocals are out of tune and the playing is
sloppy. A must.®°

Incredibly out-of-tune guitars which are bound to annoy the
feeble-minded.®*

Good-humored, loose, and charmingly amateurish.*

Buzzsaw guitars, a gradually accelerating tempo, and one
of those goofy axe solos that only untutored musicians can

° Bale 1982x.
" Spinali 1983c.
'8 Spinali 1983f.
9 Bale 1982n.

8 sjlva 1982a.
8 Bale 1982aa.
8 gpinali 1982a.
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produce make the flip a stronger and more modern song.
Pretty cool record.®

The flip is a trashy, amateur treat which makes this 45
worthwhile.®*

In one case, a positively presented ‘amateurishness' coincided with "primitive’
and the notably still rare term 'DIY":

The third D.1.Y. EP from Six Minute War, who've now

incorporated a drum-machine into their primitive, mid-tempo

material... a wistful amateurishness serves to lighten the

doom and gloom.®®

Amateur qualities were not the subject of uniform and unqualified praise,

however. Sometimes they were framed as acceptable only in light of greater
qualities inferred behind them,®® but in other cases, amateurism failed to win out.
Here, it failed to excuse a lack of all-important intensity (indicating that intensity
trumped 'appealing amateurishness’):

If the guitars were turned up twice as loud and the vocals

were more raspy, the Normahl might have something going

here. This isn't the case, so the results are less than

satisfying. There is an appealing amateurishness evident

here, but it's not enough to overcome the above-mentioned

shortcomings.®’
Then there were cases in which amateurism was simply an undesirable quality:
'OK for a first effort, but all of these amateurish outfits were recorded a bit

88 'the amateurish drumming puts a bit of a damper on the

prematurely;
proceedings.'® For Maximumrocknroll amateur qualities had to be present in ‘just
the right amount' ('Great thrashed-out noise... with just the right amount of raunch

and sloppiness'),”® and should not have interfered with the music's intensities

8 Bale 1983i.
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(such as speed, as the 'amateurish drumming' above might hinder). Amateur

shortcomings became positive when they were particularly pronounced, following
the precedent set by the Shaggs: 'they've made one of those records that's so
bad it's good. You know, the Shaggs syndrome... out-of-tune guitars, off-key
harmonies, and imprecise instrumentation.”* But there was a ‘fine line' in place:

This Maryland punk band lies on the wrong side of the fine

line between endearing primitivity and musical ineptitude.

Still, the lyrics are strong and the vocals are great, so all

these guys probably need is more time to practice.*

Either a band fell into a category in which amateur qualities are acceptable (‘the
Shaggs syndrome') or they simply fell ineffectually between two aesthetic stools.
The one recurring category in which amateurism was not just more

acceptable but implied and even an expected appeal was within the 'garage’ of
garage punk and rock. Maximumrocknroll made a clear association between
amateur qualities and the narrative of the garage, often invoked by the adjective
'garagy.' As the fanzine's inaugural definition of 'garage punk' showed, this in turn
came closely associated with other descriptive concepts such as 'raunchy," and
'‘primitive." While the garage did also connote certain forms of 1960s rock, such
associations became less and less necessary to merit the category, which began
to take on a role very much like that of lo-fi's conflation of amateur qualities and
home-recording (note that the category took its name from a recording context):
'a very atypical 8-song 12" with a garage feel. It sounds more like a cassette of a
193

band's first practice than the standard polished UK product,”™ 'it's powerhouse

thrash, unlike their previous amateurish garage material,’** 'Seize haven't come

% Bale 1983b.

2 Bale 1982cc.

% yohannan 1983q.
% yYohannan 1983v.
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out of the garage yet. In the great tradition of slam, crash and slobber, this EP

has a nasty edge and should be played at high volume.'®®

196

Sometimes garage punk was characterised as ‘awkward, ™ impaired or

impeded, physically or intellectually: 'Minimal production and instrumentation set

the tone for this garage release. It sounds like classic '77 material, dumb lyrics

197

and all. Charming, in a retarded sort of way.”" And like folk and lo-fi, garage rock

or punk came from 'hinterlands," which could be associated with ‘primitive’
qualities®® and 'a kind of basic honesty.'*®

As we saw in its definition, garage punk is regularly associated with
'raunch’ and being 'raunchy:' (‘this is a really superb punk LP with plenty of

garagy raunch,*® 'retarded, melodic, and real raunchy,*** ‘it's a raunchy garage

1102

punk offering''%%). There are references to 'raunch rock'*®® and in one instance

The Velvet Underground and the Legendary Stardust Cowboy are given as

'raunchy points of reference’ for a 'psychodelic’ record.*®*

Though the word is
thus well-suited to punk and amateur musicianship, the word ‘raunchy' itself has
a similar sound to both 'raw' and 'raucous' and surely carried a trace of those

meanings in Maximumrocknroll.

Maximumrocknroll and Phonographic Imperfections
Maximumrocknroll addressed phonographic imperfection on many occasions,

with reviewers using a number of different terms - 'sound,' 'sound quality,’

% Schwartz 1982b.

% Bale 1983y.

9" Yohannan 1983s.

% Bale 1983r.

% 'Sleazy garage punk from San Berdoo. This is the kind of band that seems to thrive in
America's non-cosmopolitan hinterlands, and it has a kind of basic honesty that is often
lacking in musical centers like LA, NYC and San Francisco... the lyrics have an untutored
quality without sounding stupid. Pick it up' - Bale 1982x. Note here that once again, locations
away from the biggest urban centres are associated with more authentic and more
straightforward music (see Chapters 2, 4, 5 and 6).
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'‘production,’ ‘production values,' 'recording,’ 'recording quality,’ 'the mix' - which

cannot be assumed to be functionally synonymous. Moreover, given punk's
inversion of certain aesthetic judgments, a 'great sound,’ rather than offering high
fidelity as might be expected, could be 'garagey' and 'primitive,’ thus by
implication an amateurish and potentially low-fidelity one.*%

Even with these caveats, there are abundant examples of

Maximumrocknroll praising high sound quality and criticising low sound quality.

1106

Often a release was mentioned in passing as 'well-recorded,'™™ or the sound

1107

quality was given as 'good'*®” or 'clean,'**® but often the reviewers were more

forthcoming about the specific benefits of good recording ('the LP has got the

power of their live performances, combined with a clean, crisp recording

1109

quality'*®®), good sound quality (‘nice to have with the 12" sound quality'*'°) and,

1111

especially, good production (‘the production is very powerful, well-produced

1112

with a really FULL sound,'"** 'the second LP... is much hotter... the production is

1113

crisper,’” 'this excellent production highlights their soccer chanting and twin-

1114

guitar powered songs, [the] excellent production works especially well on the

thrashers by underlining some of their complex arrangements and superb

musicianship''*®

). Given punk aesthetics' usual reputation for rough, basic and
raw sounds, it is surprising to see such comments about high-quality
phonography. But poor recording, sound quality and production could, like

performance imperfection, endanger punk's most valuable hallmark: its sonic

intensity.
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