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ABSTRACT

This dissertation is intended as an analysis of the avant-garde electronic music genre and online subculture known as vaporwave. While vaporwave is the central topic, this dissertation also explores appropriation – one of the key components of vaporwave as an art form, intellectual property, online anonymity and the ways in which it spits on the opulent visage of capitalism.

It is the opinion of the author that vaporwave is more than just a cutting-edge avant-garde art form. In fact, this dissertation illustrates that because of its anti-capitalist political consciousness, its cavalier disregard for intellectual property, and the invisibility of its artists, vaporwave constitutes an ideal revolutionary cultural movement that, whether the artists behind it intended to or not, provides an avenue of resistance and way to undermine the illusions with which the system blinds us.
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[bookmark: _Toc528758739]INTRODUCTION

My dissertation is dedicated to understanding vaporwave not just as an art movement, but also in consideration of the political context that haunts it. Through the analysis of the genre and the themes that it grapples with, this dissertation attempts to answer the following question – is there revolutionary potential in vaporwave? When asking this question, I am asking if vaporwave is capable of meaningfully challenging capitalism from the realm of culture.

To answer this question, I intend to examine vaporwave, along with what makes it unique. This investigation shall be conducted over the course of six chapters. The first chapter is an attempt to explain vaporwave for the benefit of readers that may not have heard of it before. The second chapter is an examination of the nature of our current culture and concepts that are instrumental in any analysis of vaporwave. The third chapter discusses appropriation and attempts to argue why vaporwave artists are justified in their music piracy. The fourth chapter presents two key vaporwave figures – Ramona Xavier and David Russo – as contemporary examples of the starving artist. The fifth chapter examines online anonymity and how it allows vaporwave producers to create without fear. Finally, the sixth chapter confronts the possibility of vaporwave being absorbed into the mainstream and the ways the culture industry has attempted to co-opt the movement.

I chose to explore vaporwave in my dissertation partly because I had already taken a keen interest in vaporwave music, to the point of attempting to incorporate the movement’s aesthetic sensibilities into my own artwork. What encouraged me to pursue this avenue of research was what I saw as an absence of academic material, which to me was the surest sign of territory that had been left largely uncharted. I had sensed an opportunity to write a dissertation that perhaps had not been written before.

Given the lack of literature on vaporwave, my analysis needed a sizable pool of online resources, as the Internet is so far the only place where I could find adequate analysis of the genre. In fact, the only book I could find on vaporwave was Grafton Tanner’s Babbling Corpse: Vaporwave and the Commodification of Ghosts. The book’s analysis of vaporwave and the ways it intersects with culture and politics makes it indispensable for my dissertation. However, I have engaged with literature on subjects such as late capitalism, the culture industry, appropriation and online anonymity, which has enriched the analysis by broadening its scope.

It is my hope that the dissertation can provide a valuable contribution not only to the academic analysis of vaporwave, but to the canon of revolutionary cultural critique.
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Figure 1 Vaporwave Taro by VaporwaveTaro (2015)

In order to understand the subversive nature of vaporwave one must understand what vaporwave is, so first and foremost vaporwave as an art form must be explained, since it is clear that vaporwave remains obscure and incomprehensible for many people, even in academia it would seem. Most, if not all discussion of vaporwave, including what it is and its cultural ramifications, have taken place in the virtual halls of the Internet, from which it had spawned in the first place. 

Vaporwave is a microgenre, a small specialized niche if you will, of experimental electronic music. Vaporwave music is typically composed of one or more samples of old commercial music; including pop music from the 1980s and 1990s, new age music, smooth jazz, elevator music, and Muzak – the ready-made background music designed for supermarkets, as observed by Leor Galil, who defines it as an art form that revolves around warping and layering pieces of “the most reviled forms of music in the recording era” (2013). Writing from the perspective of a fan of the genre, Ossiana Tepfenhart describes what becomes of the sampled music as being remixed into a “slow, hazing and haunting piece” (2017). Writer and musician Laura Glitsos provides a more academic exposition of vaporwave in the Journal of Popular Music, in which she explains that vaporwave is a kind of “plunderphonics”, a form of music that is made as a collage of other audio tracks that have been appropriated from other sources, and these borrowed tracks are then chopped up, slowed down, and drenched in heavy reverb (2017, p.102).

The uninitiated could be forgiven for believing this is the only form of vaporwave in existence, but as with any other genre of music there are several variations. Some of these have been covered in detail by the YouTuber Pad Chennington, a self-described “valedictorian” of vaporwave. Specifically, he has produced two videos in which he talks about a specific subgenre of vaporwave. The first of these, Why is Future Funk So Addictive? (2017), focuses on a cheery, energetic form of vaporwave known as “future funk”, and in the first part of the video he gives you the most succinct description of future funk, noting that its disco-like sound comes from a sampling pool composed almost exclusively of old disco songs and Japanese pop tunes, and he also notes that when uploaded to YouTube, future funk songs are typically accompanied with looped GIFs of scenes from old anime shows. As demonstrated in Figure 1, anime is a key obsession in vaporwave culture. According to Chennington, what makes future funk uniquely addictive is that it takes “the catchiest, sweetest sounding riffs, chords, choruses and vocal progressions in existing songs” and loops them ad infinitum. In his other video, Mallsoft: The Vacant Void of Vaporwave (2018), he turns his gaze to much more tranquil mallsoft. As he observes, the aim of mallsoft is to give the listener the feeling of being alone in a shopping mall at night, and it does so by taking samples of old soft rock, jazz, R&B and bossa nova songs, slowing them down, echoing them, and then filtering them so heavily that the result sounds like it came through a worn-out speaker system. For Chennington, mallsoft provides the ambient escapism of being the only person in the mall that you once visited as a child.

In an article for Bandcamp Daily, writer and journalist Simon Chandler, who has written several articles about vaporwave for the site, lists some more variations of vaporwave in his own article, Genre as Method: The Vaporwave Family Tree, From Eccojams to Hardvapour (2016), which documents some of the forms in which vaporwave has taken as the genre and the artists that are a part of it branch out. These include:
· Eccojams, which he describes as the subgenre established the template of the genre, with its often gratuitous use of plunderphonics.
· Vaportrap, which he describes as the marriage of vaporwave and the beats and layered synths of trap music.
· Broken transmission (also known as “signalwave”), which he portrays as perhaps the rawest form vaporwave can take, with its extreme sound being composed of layers of old TV and radio broadcasts superimposed on each other.
· and Hardvapour, a more recent outgrowth that utilises jarring, club-like beats that, according to Chandler, give it a sound that has more in common with techno than vaporwave.

There are of course more variations of vaporwave than these, but hopefully the sonic diversity of vaporwave has been made clear.

It is generally accepted that the birth of vaporwave as a genre took place in 2010, with the release of the album Chuck Person’s Eccojams Vol. 1 by experimental musician Daniel Lopatin (under the pseudonym Chuck Person), and indeed this is accepted even in mainstream circles, with Esquire’s Simon Beauchamp describing Eccojams as the foundation stone of vaporwave (2016). However, it could be argued that the style had already been in existence long before then. Writing for Kotaku, Jason Schreier notes that the soundtrack for the 1994 video game Earthbound contains samples from commercial rock and pop music, including several direct samples from The Beatles (2013). Examples of such sampling is documented in a YouTube video entitled MOTHER2/Earthbound – Samples used in the soundtrack, uploaded by a user named “iwanttobelieve” (2013). Among the samples featured in the video include standout examples of experimental plunderphonics that could arguably be called “proto-vaporwave” (examples of vaporwave existing prior to the de facto establishment of the genre), such as Moonside Swing (sampled from the intro of Ric Ocasek’s Keep on Laughing), Megaton Walk (a remixed sample of The Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (Reprise)), Your Name Please (which features a sample of John Phillip Sousa’s The Liberty Bell, a version of which was famously used in Monty Python’s Flying Circus), and The Place (which samples the intro of the a cappella intro to The Beach Boys’ Deidre in a particularly haunting way), all of which arguably present an ur-example of the sort of experimental music that we would later call vaporwave.
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Figure 2 Photograph of the abandoned White Flint Mall from J.S. Graboyes of the Duck Pie blog

One of the more intriguing and defining aspects of vaporwave, and arguably the most important for this dissertation, is its critique of contemporary culture under late capitalism. Political theorist Fredric Jameson has characterized late capitalism as the stage of development which emerged following the cultural shock of the 1960s and economic crises of the 1970s (1991, p.xx-xxi). By this point the convulsions of the capitalist system are still real, but they are not as immediately perceivable and consequently less dramatic, that is until an economic crash occurs. The term was coined by Marxist economist Ernest Mandel in his book Late Capitalism, in which he defined it as the “third mode” of capitalism (1999, p.42). In our current decade, the term has come to be synonymous with the shallow and extremely commercialist nature of contemporary culture. Writing for The Atlantic, Annie Lowrey has taken note of how the term “late capitalism”, coined and popularized by Marxist intellectuals, has transformed into an umbrella term for the consumerism, inequality and corporate supremacy that characterises the neoliberal era (2017). She recognises that this is partly because it captures them so impeccably that such transformation was inevitable.

In the years since vaporwave first attracted the attention of the music press, it has been well established that vaporwave stands not only as a critique of late capitalism, but of the culture it has created, one that is seemingly resigned to the belief that there is no alternative to unfettered global capitalism. This fatalistically acquiescent mindset is what Mark Fisher famously dubbed “capitalist realism”, a phrase he popularised in his seminal book Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative? (2008).

In the book, Mark Fisher describes a culture utterly dominated by neoliberal ideology, and the effects that said domination have not just on culture, but on a broader society that is fully convinced of the idea that, to paraphrase Jameson (1994, p.xii), it is easier to imagine the decay of death of the Earth than the collapse of capitalism. For Fisher, this supposedly realistic attitude is in reality something akin to the perspective held by a victim of depression who has arrived at the belief that all hope of a positive future is a dangerous illusion to be discarded (2008, p.5). Curiously, such an attitude has already manifested itself in contemporary politics in Britain and America, where the policies of centre-left social democrats like Jeremy Corbyn, Bernie Sanders and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez are seen as not only self-evidently impractical, but those who attempt to implement said policies are dangerous. Writing for Foreign Policy, James Kirchick offers a textbook example of this sense of resignation in his attempt to persuade the reader that voting for Jeremy Corbyn would be tantamount to committing national suicide (2017). Note that he dares not mention his actual economic policies, or else the reader might have a chance of thinking he was actually good for Britain.

The vaporwave method of critiquing late capitalism involves irony, specifically ironic invocation of the imagery of capitalism. In his book Babbling Corpse: Vaporwave and the Commodification of Ghosts, Grafton Tanner writes:

The vaporwave aesthetic relies heavily on certain images that evoke life under capitalism, both past and present. In particular, vaporwave album covers draw heavily from images of commerce, metropolises, computers, televisions, and numerous other “non-places” and technological media. (2016, p.43)

When Tanner talks of “non-places”, he is referring to a concept coined by anthropologist Marc Augé in his book Non-Places. In the book, Augé uses the term “non-places” to refer to the mundane spaces we temporarily occupy in our daily lives as we go from one place to another, and these are often adorned with corporate logos, which, in his observation, make for comforting monuments in the age of neoliberalism (1992, p.96-106). Augé specifically refers to motorways, supermarkets, malls (such as in Figure 2), airports, hotel rooms and service stations as examples of non-places, which are often ubiquitous in vaporwave art.

Pivoting from that side note back to the realm of culture, the most obvious aspect of capitalism that vaporwave deals with most prominently is the effects of capitalism on culture. Adam Harper reflects on this in his article for the website Dummy entitled Vaporwave and the pop-art of the virtual plaza, which opens thusly:

Global capitalism is nearly there. At the end of the world there will only be liquid advertisement and gaseous desire. Sublimated from our bodies, our untethered senses will endlessly ride escalators through pristine artificial environments, more and less than human, drugged-up and drugged down, catalysed, consuming and consumed by a relentlessly rich economy of sensory information, valued by the pixel. The Virtual Plaza welcomes you, and you will welcome it too (2012).

The brand of cultural criticism that vaporwave engages in is nothing new. In fact, it was pioneered by Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, two of the leading figures of the Frankfurt School. In their classic book Dialectic of Enlightenment, they wrote: 

Culture today is infecting everything with sameness. Film, radio and magazines form a system. Each branch of culture is unanimous within itself and all are unanimous together. Even the aesthetic manifestations of political opposites proclaim the same inflexible rhythm (2002, p.94).

Further along the passage they continue:

Films and radio no longer need to present themselves as art. The truth that they are nothing but business is used as an ideology to legitimise the trash they produce (2002, p.95).

What they have described is the “culture industry”, which they coined in the same book. This is the term they use to describe popular culture as essentially like a factory churning out products to be consumed by the masses. For Tanner, vaporwave addresses this ideology in much the same way as any other postmodern art form would, by pulling from the past for the purpose of creating a pastiche of late capitalist culture, yet doesn’t critique it openly (2016, p.33). As the next section will discuss, it does this through the art form of appropriation.
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Figure 3 Still-Life with Chair Caning by Pablo Picasso (1912)

In his book Artistic License: The Philosophical Problems of Copyright and Appropriation, professor Darren Hudson Hick describes appropriation in art as “unauthorised artistic borrowing in the creation of new works” (2017, p.7). This form of art first emerged in the early 20th century with the Cubist collage artworks of Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque (Picasso’s famous still-life collage is shown in Figure 3), which Hick acknowledges in his earlier book The Aesthetics and Ethics of Copying (2016, p.190). In the eighth and final chapter of Artistic License, he presents appropriation as a legally problematic art form, even as he acknowledges that the artists who practice this type of art use what they have stolen to express new ideas in new ways (2017, p.141-161).

This dissertation intends to argue that appropriation is a justifiable and valid art form, and the crux of its argument is that the concept of intellectual property (and therefore copyright) is a fraud, in the sense that it serves only to suppress the creativity of new artists.

This is the argument presented by Lawrence Lessig in his book Free Culture, the premise of which is that intellectual property and copyright law exists to stifle creativity, innovation, and competition from newer creators, and has been wielded by the entertainment industry for exactly this purpose. On the state of intellectual property law concerning online content, he writes:

There is a vast amount of creative work spread across the Internet. But as the law is currently crafted, this work is presumptively illegal. This presumption will increasingly chill creativity, as the examples of extreme penalties for vague infringements continue to proliferate. It is impossible to get a clear sense of what’s allowed and what’s not, and at the same time, the penalties for crossing the line are astonishingly harsh (2004, p.185).

An example of such harsh penalties could be found with the case of Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute student Jesse Jordan, which Lessig himself makes reference to in the third chapter of his book (2004, p.48-52). He describes how Jordan developed a search engine for the university’s intranet that provided users access to anything students at RPI made available in one of their network’s public folders, including copyrighted music, which according to Lessig comprised a quarter of the files. When the Recording Industry Association of America became aware of this development, they threatened legal action against Jordan, along with three other unrelated students, initially demanding $100 billion. Alex Veiga of Associated Press reported that Jordan eventually agreed to pay a $12,000 cash settlement, presumably under pressure from the RIAA (2003). That MP3 files were not even a majority of the content suggests that Jordan was not intending to use this server for music piracy. Therefore, Jordan posed no threat to anybody’s profits at all, yet the RIAA treated him as a criminal as a pretence for plundering his life savings, and yet we are to believe that he was the pirate, and not the people plundering an ordinary person on trumped up charges. Indeed, for Lessig, this is the likely fate of all future creatives that fall foul of the increasingly vague and cumbersome intellectual property laws. The consequence of this state of affairs, as he envisions it, will be a world in which a vast realm of imagination can never openly be exercised (2004, p.185).

Lessig is not alone in his pessimism. The world in which art is a commercial product and creativity is limited by intellectual property laws was greeted with lamentation from author Lewis Hyde in his acclaimed book The Gift: Creativity and the Artist in the Modern World, in which he writes:

The ever-expanding reach of copyright has removed more and more art and ideas from the public domain. The Walt Disney company happily built its film empire out of folk culture (Snow White, Pinocchio) but any folk who try to build on Disney can expect a cease and desist order in the next mail. Patents are now used to create property rights in things once thought inalienable – facts of nature, seed lines, human genes, medicines known long to indigenous cultures (2007, p.377).

It is perhaps Hyde’s argument more than Lessig’s that provides an ideological rationale for vaporwave’s appropriation art, because the concept of intellectual property rights has perverted art by bringing it under the purview of those that seek only to profit from the creativity of others.

[image: ]
Figure 4 Cover art for the album Dream by bl00dwave (2014)

So what retaliation does vaporwave offer? It reacts to this by appropriating the emblems of consumer culture, including corporate logos as shown above in Figure 4. Indeed, it is only fitting then that vaporwave artists have chosen the forgotten, already copyrighted tunes of the 1980s in addition to corporate logos, for as we lurch closer to the point in time in which, as Tanner predicts, we will reach the “cultural plateau of stunted political and artistic discourses” (2016, p. 16), we will soon find that the only way to contribute to culture in any conceivable way is to appropriate and regurgitate what past artists have created.

[bookmark: _Toc528758743]THE PENNILESS ARTISTS OF THE INTERNET

The old cliché of the starving artist, as Virginia Nicholson draws attention to in her book Among the Bohemians: Experiments in Living 1900-1939, has its origins in Henri Murger’s novel Scènes de la vie de Bohème (“The Bohemian Life” in English), which famously painted a romantic picture of life as an artist in poverty (2002, p.3). Nicholson herself offers the following description of the starving artist:

I believe that such people were not only choosing art, they were choosing the life of the artist. Art offered them a different way of living, one that they believed more than compensated for the loss of comfort and respectability (2002, p.2).

Although it has been said that the “starving artist” is little more than a persistent myth, examples of the starving artist in real life are certainly not beyond the realm of possibility. In fact, it is especially possible to find some of Nicholson’s starving artists in vaporwave, a movement which, as Tufts Daily writer James Ray notes, not only steals music but redistributes it to the masses (2018).

In search of vaporwave’s starving artists, we must refer to the experiences of the artists themselves, and in this regard two particular examples come to mind. The first is Ramona Xavier (shown in Figure 5), known professionally as Vektroid, but best known by her one-time alias Macintosh Plus.
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Figure 5 Ramona Xavier, photograph taken by Floflo79 CC-BY-SA 4.0 (2015)

In November 2014, Grafton Tanner interviewed Xavier via an email, and her recollection of her early life is rather telling.

“I grew up with my dad working at Microsoft for a decade, and I grew up isolated,” she says, “and I watched the job sort of suck the life force out of him…these companies are destroying us as a society and their employees are just a byproduct.” (2016, p.47)

From this account, one can easily come to the conclusion that for Xavier, the artist lifestyle provided her with the comfort that a life of isolation and alienation from her father could not. For Tanner, her work represents a confrontation of this alienation, with Floral Shoppe being her declaration that the supposed freedom of unrestrained capitalism is merely a seductive illusion (2016, p.48). This perhaps lends credence to the notion that vaporwave is a contemporary artistic reaction to capitalism.

The second example is Hong Kong Express (or HKE, a.k.a. David Russo), for whom the lifestyle came after vaporwave reinvigorated his love of music, as he divulges in an interview for Red Bull Music Academy:

Even though I had loved music since I was a kid, I was entirely sick of it for a long time, and I actually went months at a time without even listening to any at all. I became really bitter about music in general which was fueled by the general depression I had, and I stupidly used to look down on other people who enjoyed it for a brief time (2014).

For Russo, vaporwave as an art form had restored his zest for music, but his depression would haunt him despite ostensibly having an outlet for it. As Andrew Ryce reported in the online magazine Resident Advisor, Russo had stepped down as head of Dream Catalogue, an independent music label he founded in 2014, due to his continuing struggle with anxiety and depression (2017).

What sets these two examples apart is their view on what vaporwave is, or represents. As Tanner notes, Xavier is critical of capitalism and she herself embraces the notion of vaporwave as anti-capitalist music (2016, p.48), while Russo rejects this entirely, viewing vaporwave’s anti-capitalist stance as pure fiction (2014). However, the common thread in both examples is that despite being among the most famous artists in vaporwave, they are not rich celebrities in any sense. Indeed, it is fair to assume that they have not escaped the poverty in which they began their careers. In that sense, they are ideal examples of Nicholson’s starving Bohemians in the vaporwave scene – art is their comfort, and they make art for its own sake, regardless of whether they turn a profit. Like any true artist, their concern is not with profit, but with the act of creation.

[bookmark: _Toc528758744]ANONYMITY AND LIBERATION

The “ultimate defacement of the culture industry” that vaporwave commits, according to Tanner, is the erasure of any form of authorship that would otherwise be attached to a work of art (2016, p.46). He expands on this point thusly:

As mentioned before, in the case of Ramona Xavier, there are several monikers that can be traced to her name. This sort of prolific anonymity allows a burgeoning community to appear much more expansive than it is and to also cement the specific traits of a genre early in its development (2016, p.46-7).

As such, the vaporwave artist is one without a singular identity. They could take on any particular name they wished and since there is no way of truly knowing where they came from, they could say they were from anywhere in the world. After all, as music producer and YouTuber wosX (formerly known as WolfensteinOSX) explains in the beginning of his video Vaporwave: A Brief History (2015), vaporwave was born in online forums such as Reddit and Tumblr and otherwise has no set location. This makes vaporwave the first genre of music to have no geographical origin whatsoever. The fact that it exists almost exclusively on the Internet makes it a genre of music sans frontiers, devoid of any sort of national or ethnic character.

The main reason that a vaporwave artist would release their music anonymously is quite obvious, given that a vaporwave typically consists of pirated music. As computer science professor Jacob Palme (himself building on the work of Mikael Berglund) reminds us in his paper Anonymity on the Internet, online anonymity often provides potential criminals with the cover they would need to avoid detection from the law when committing actions that are against the law (2002). In the journal CyberPsychology & Behaviour, professor Sameer Hinduja argues that online anonymity, through the process of deindividuation, enables people to essentially act as if nobody is watching them. He writes: 

An individual, when presented with the opportunity to download pirated software, may do it simply because he has “lost” himself in cyberspace. In this state, he benefits from being conscious of the physical distance from others and relative immunity from identification and sanction (2008, p.392).

Although he is explicitly talking about software piracy, the same applies to music piracy and just about any form of anonymous action on the Internet. In fact, what Hinduja is talking about could more accurately be described as what professor John Suler dubbed the “online disinhibition effect”, after which he named his paper on the topic (2004, p.321). The idea is more popularly known as “Greater Internet Fuckwad Theory” thanks to a Penny Arcade webcomic (shown in Figure 6). 
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Figure 6 Green Blackboards and Other Anomalies by Mike Krahulik and Jerry Holkins (2004)

The fact that online anonymity provides a cover for all manner of nefarious deeds does not negate the value of online anonymity. Professor Palme is aware of this as well and acknowledges in his paper that online anonymity is often necessary in a number of situations, such as exposing corporate malfeasance and expressing dissenting political opinion in countries where it is forbidden, hence why he personally recommends that it be protected by the law (2002).

For vaporwave, online anonymity is a vital part of the movement. It gives the artists a veneer of mystery in an age where everyone is interconnected to the point where we are approaching what professor Ian Kerr refers to as a “network society” (2009, p.xxiii). Indeed, as Chris Richards reports in the Washington Post, a number of electronic musicians, including mainstream artists such as deadmau5 and Burial, had taken to hiding their identity not just through the simple use of pseudonyms, but by making as little public appearances as possible (often refusing to play live) or wearing masks when they perform live (2012). More importantly, by remaining anonymous they are escaping the radar of our current society, operating instead in a world where they are not only truly free from the inhibitions of capital, but one where, as professor Palme points out (2002), factors such as race, gender, sexual orientation and social status does not affect the evaluation of them or their work.
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Figure 7 An image from the MTV Bump campaign (2015)

At some point in the history of every artistic movement, there comes a time where it either becomes part of the mainstream, or there is worry that it is about to be subsumed into it. In 2015 those worries were realised when MTV unveiled their then-new advertising campaign which seemed to imitate the movement’s aesthetic style in every possible way (as shown in Figure 7). For Stefan Colton of The Politic, this was the greatest irony of vaporwave – that an art movement whose raison d’être is to turn corporate culture on its head would eventually be subsumed by a multinational entertainment corporation (2017).

Can vaporwave truly become mainstream? Consider the fact this is not the only instance of vaporwave apparently being co-opted by corporations. There was also the case of an advertisement released by Adidas in January 2017 that also appears to appropriate vaporwave and glitch art styles, as shown in Figure 8 (courtesy of the CityMagazine YouTube channel).
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Figure 8 Screenshot from Adidas' 2017 EQT advert (2017)

While it is clear that elements of the vaporwave aesthetic style have slipped into the mainstream, beyond this advert and MTV’s rebranding campaign, vaporwave as a movement seems to only have been co-opted in a few superficial ways. Indeed, the only other examples of co-option that Esquire’s Simon Beauchamp could identify in his article How Vaporwave Was Created and Destroyed by the Internet were a music video by Drake that happened to have neon pastel colours and the album art of Kanye West’s The Life of Pablo being erroneously compared to vaporwave by a pretentious music critic (2016).

For vaporwave to truly be part of the mainstream, an integrated part of the culture industry, it must be a commodified art form whose development is overseen largely by distant corporations, and there would be a number of celebrities and big budget projects associated with the genre. In his book Retromania: Pop Culture’s Addiction to Its Own Past, music journalist Simon Reynolds writes:

First music was reified, turned into a thing (vinyl records, analogue tapes) you could buy, store, keep under your own personal control. Then music was ‘liquefied’, turned into data that could be streamed, carried anywhere, transferred between different devices (2011, p.122).

When he uses the term “reified”, Reynolds is talking about reification, a concept that the Yugoslavian Marxist Gajo Petrović defined with simplicity as the process by which human properties, relations and actions become independent of man and govern their life (1983, p.411).

While vaporwave may not have avoided reification (there now exist several vaporwave releases on vinyl and cassette), it has certainly avoided the hand of corporate meddling and is nowhere near as big as the more mainstreamed forms of music. On the extent of vaporwave’s mainstream acceptance, Tanner writes:

With the exception of Saint Pepsi, the vaporwave-turned-future-funk project of Ryan DeRobertis (who now produces music under the name Skylar Spence), no other vaporwave producer has risen to even a level of “indie” fame, let alone mainstream acceptance. There are no big-budget vaporwave productions, and until the day that happens (if it ever does), vaporwave producers will remain below the popular radar, churning out music for little to no profit, and constantly growing with each new guerrilla release (2016, p.45).

This has not changed since Tanner wrote his book and a key part of why vaporwave could not be fully co-opted into the mainstream beyond superficial affectations by major corporations is because unlike most forms of music, as Format Magazine’s Genista Jurgens reminds us, anyone with a computer and an internet connection can produce and share vaporwave around the world (2016). Thanks to online anonymity they need not fear discrimination nor reprisals from the law, nor do they need to consider geographical boundaries. Vaporwave is indeed the first truly democratic music scene, and it is perhaps simply too decentralised to be fully absorbed by the establishment.


[bookmark: _Toc528758746]CONCLUSION

Looking back on the ideas, arguments and research presented throughout the length and breadth of the dissertation, it is time to settle the question laid out at the introduction – is there revolutionary potential in vaporwave?

For anything to be revolutionary requires political consciousness. Although not all vaporwave producers are politically conscious, it has been clearly demonstrated that the impetus of the broader movement is a disdain for capitalism and its insistence that we create and indeed even live our entire lives only for the sake of profit. Vaporwave producers can awaken political consciousness in others by introducing their listeners to the kind of concepts brought up by Ramona Xavier and Grafton Tanner. From there, the passive consumer of vaporwave may find their way to the ideas of Marx and Engels.

It has already been demonstrated that vaporwave does not care for the sham of intellectual property and indeed takes full advantage of online anonymity in order to evade sanction from a ruthless and voracious recording industry. This has proven effective as to this day not a single lawsuit has been filed against a vaporwave producer for a charge relating to intellectual property theft.

It is obvious that the vaporwave movement has already been successful in its subversion of mainstream music. However, it has yet to reach the mainstream audience, those blissfully unaware music consumers waiting to be dragged out of indifference to the injustices of the capitalist system. Guided by revolutionary political consciousness and unencumbered by geographic, national, racial or gendered boundaries, this subversive attitude is vaporwave’s revolutionary potential. All that is needed now is for this to manifest itself in the fullest way possible so that it may become a truly emancipatory force in culture.

For this to happen requires the effort of vaporwave producers, for they are the people who create the music and are capable of instilling in it a critique of capitalism in the first place. The complete fulfilment of vaporwave’s revolutionary potential depends on more of them not just being willing to speak out against the system through music, but also using that music to show that another world is possible.

Given the research that has been presented, this is entirely possible. A rebellion against the culture industry is already taking place, even though it is only making small ripples across the Internet. At the heart of that rebellion is vaporwave, a movement that chews up what the culture industry has served for the past four decades and spits it back out in a way that underscores the hollow nature of culture under capitalism, while leaving an indelible mark on popular culture.

The revolutionary seed has already been planted. Vaporwave has everything it could possibly need to go beyond what it has already achieved. What it needs now is for those guided by a bold political vision to shape its destiny as a cultural movement through which a pathway out of capitalism may be realised.
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