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Proposal:
Album Art, Nostalgia, and The Vinyl Resurgence: Why Do We Miss It?
Context
This proposal will explore three key words, these being nostalgia, visual culture and art, these of which I will be exploring through the context of album cover art and its history. By diving into these topics, I hope to further understand the resurgence in popularity of the vinyl record through the means of nostalgia and false nostalgia in the current generations, how cover art portrays just as clearly the mood and identity of an album as its music through its visual’s semiotics, and how the art of the vinyl record grew its blinding infamy by looking at its formative years. To do this I will be touching upon the work of theorists Svetlana Boym, Fredric Jameson, Susan Stewart and other relevant figures in the field of nostalgia and visual culture.
Nostalgia
“In all the world, one may always hope to recapture something lost.” -Patti Smith
The word nostalgia is a phenomenon defined by one experiencing a sentimental longing or wistful affection for a period in the past. Byom (2008) describes it as, in a broader sense, a rebellion against the modern idea of time. She theorises that “The nostalgic desires to obliterate history and turn it into private or collective mythology, to revisit time like space, is refusing to surrender to the irreversibility of time that plagues the human condition.”
This phenomenon is processed in the brain in the combined regions of self-reflection, autobiographical memory, emotion regulation, and reward processing, and can be triggered by every human sense in the body. This is called sensory nostalgia. A specific case of sensory nostalgia is also known as The Proust Effect, named after the French author Marcel Proust, which refers to when a memory is prompted in the brain caused by a certain taste or smell.
Proust recalls a significant moment in his book titled Swann’s Way (1913) of this experience taking place. He is sat with his mother and receives an unexpected shock when something strange happens as he tastes a madeleine cake that he has dipped in his tea:
An exquisite pleasure had invaded my senses, but individual, detached, with no suggestion of its origin. And at once the vicissitudes of life had become indifferent to me, its disasters innocuous, its brevity illusory—this new sensation having had on me the effect which love has of filling me with a precious essence; or rather this essence was not in me, it was myself. I had ceased now to feel mediocre, accidental, mortal. (Proust, M. 1913)

To tie nostalgia with music, it has been shown in studies and by research done by behavioural psychologists Frederick S. Barrett, Kevin J. Grimm, Richard W. Robins and more that nostalgia can be evoked by music. In a particular study where participants were played a selection of excerpts from popular songs, nostalgia was observed noticeably stronger to the extent that a song was autobiographically salient or familiar, this elicited a greater number of positive, negative, and mixed emotions.
With relevance to the resurgence in popularity of the vinyl record, Generation Z is now the driving force behind vinyl's current popularity, says the Vinyl Alliance, the world's leading industry collective for vinyl (Recordoftheday.com, 2025). There has been a great surge in the generation of people exploring physical forms of music such as vinyl, cassettes and CD’s, with young people seemingly embracing and integrating the format into their digital lives. Hence the revitalisation. 
Although this generation had never lived through the golden era of vinyl records, from the 1950’s to the 1980’s with the advent of rock and roll and other emerging genres and styles of music, there is still a clear connection with the form. 
The rise of technology and the internet have created a collective longing within younger people for a time beforehand, which is perceived as simpler and more authentic. In her essay Faces of Nostalgia (2018), Gizela Horváth explains that “The digital revolution defining the turn of the century brought significant changes which could also affect the nostalgic perspective.” She goes on to theorise that “we are nostalgic about the lost indirectness, a connection unmediated by computers, with other people or nature.”

Byom explores the idea of “restorative nostalgia” which is a sentimental drive to rebuild a lost, idealized home or past, treating it as truth and tradition rather than personal memory. Jameson argues that postmodern nostalgia, such as in films like American Graffiti (1973) or Chinatown (1974), functions as a way of consuming the past in a sanitized, retro-styled form:
If you were interested in constructing a time capsule or an “only yesterday” compendium or documentary-nostalgia video film of the 1950’s, this might serve as a beginning: to which you could add short haircuts, early rock and roll, long skirts and so on. The list is not a list of facts or historical realities, but rather a list of stereotypes, of ideas of facts and historical realities. (Jameson, F. 1991)

This aligns with Svetlana Boym's definition of restorative nostalgia, which seeks to reconstruct a mythical past, even if, in Jameson's view, this past is just a superficial, commodified image. This, in some form or extent, could be seen as the view that Generation Z has on the era of the vinyl record; visiting the past by way of escapism.

Visual Culture
When you study an album cover on the front of a vinyl or a CD, the art sometimes has a way of visually portraying the album’s story. All things can be communicated semiotically, as described by Howells and Negreiros in their book Visual Culture (2020), through simple detective work based on readily apparent evidence. 

The study of images in this context, such as the cover of an album, can be categorised underneath a specific form of semiotics called ‘pictorial semiotics’ which deals with the study of pictures as special carriers of meaning, or the study of pictorial representation. (Sarapik, V, 2013)

Viewing art and developing thoughts on it is an entirely unique and wholly individual experience, however it is possible to deliver a universal sentiment which is generally agreed upon in instances where a story or narrative is being portrayed. While a pictorial image already contains an existing representation, a principally different and immediate interpretation of the whole surrounding environment can be gained from it. 
Album covers that visually tell the story or themes of the music are some of the most powerful pieces of design: the artwork is never purely just decorative. Roland Barthes, French literary theorist, philosopher, and semiotician, quotes in his book Image-Music-Text (1977) that “A photograph is not only a product or a path... it is also an object endowed with a structural autonomy.”
The artist Thom Yorke from English rock band Radiohead has stated in interviews that the band tries to create things that people can interpret, this referring to both their music and the art that they pair with it.
[image: ]Fig. 1: Radiohead, Kid A, 2000
Looking at the cover from Radiohead’s ‘Kid A’ (2000) by artist Stanley Donwood, the theme of the album is set surreally by a landscape of jagged mountains in a cold colour palette with an overlay of digital distortion; this image loosely resembles a picture of the natural world, yet the distortion indicates that it is not pure nature, but a digitally processed reality. The sharp peaks of the mountains convey a sense of danger and instability to the viewer, and the cold palette portrays emotional detachment.
These visuals are all encapsulated and delivered sonically within the songs of the album, for example in the opening track ‘Everything In It’s Right Place’ the first thing the listener is met with is distorted vocals which are then heard throughout the length of the song. Further down the track list in the song ‘How To Disappear Completely’, the lyrics “I’m not here, this isn’t happening” are used, again instating the feeling of emotional detachment that the cover communicates.[image: ]
Fig. 2: Neutral Milk Hotel, In the Aeroplane Over the Sea, 1998
Moving onto the cover of the album ‘In the Aeroplane Over the Sea’ (1998) by alternative rock band Neutral Milk Hotel, the cover features a vintage illustration edited by designer Chris Bilheimer; the focal point of the cover is a woman and a boy with their arms raised against the backdrop of the sea. The woman’s face is notably covered by a drumhead.

Jeff Mangum, the vocalist and lyricist behind the band, has said that, for the album, inspiration was drawn heavily from the book ‘The Diary of Anne Frank’, stating that “It stuck with me for a long, long time”. With this, you can easily pick up on the projection of that impact while viewing the cover used for the album and its content.

In one of the better-known tracks of the album, ‘Holland, 1945’, the book is referenced extensively alongside a notion of facelessness through lyrics like “white roses in their eyes”, “wrapped in white”, and “faces filled with flies”. These lyrics, and the song as a whole, can be seen reflected in and illude to the reasoning behind the obstructing drumhead while also representing death, blindness and cowardice in the face of the Holocaust. As phrased by music journalist Guy Howie (2024), “The missing face, then, appears to symbolise the two opposite sides of Anne Frank’s tragedy at the same time. Both the horrific tragedy of what happened to her and the wilful ignorance of others to it.”

Art
In June of 1948, the world of music was introduced to the invention of the LP, or ‘long play’, by Columbia Records. These 33 1/3 RPM 12-inch vinyl discs, developed by engineer Peter Goldmark, revolutionised the music industry by allowing full albums to be played without interruption, replacing the standard 78 RPM shellac records. (Shawe-Taylor, D, 2023)

With this new arrival, there was an immediate recognition by artists of the form’s potential creative value and marketing capability, however it was only in the decades followed that this potential was truly explored and that album covers were finalised as the exciting visual medium that they are today.
[image: ]Fig. 3: The Beatles, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band vinyl packaging, 1967

1967 saw the release of ‘Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band’ by The Beatles, the brightly coloured cover designed by British pop artists Jann Haworth and Peter Blake. With this album, the band brought attention to the quality of vinyl sleeves and the use of protective packaging on recorded music. This, therefore, birthed the transformation of the functional album sleeve from being merely aesthetic packaging to a cultural art form. “It is no exaggeration to say that an album’s wrapping has proved more enduringly interesting than the music itself”. (Draper, J, 2009)
[image: ]Fig. 4: Curved Air, Air Conditioning picture disc, 1970
The art of an album also goes beyond its packaging, with visuals sometimes being shown on the vinyl discs themselves. The use of picture discs emerged around the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, with the first widely recognised vinyl album to use one being ‘Air conditioning’ (1970) by English progressive rock band Curved Air, however the format only gained popularity in the late 70’s and 80’s with bands and artists like Led Zeppelin, The Cars, and David Bowie going on to use them for limited edition vinyl discs and special releases.

[image: ]Fig. 5: The Sex Pistols, Never Mind The Bollocks, Here’s The Sex Pistols album cover, 1977

Another iconic album cover that resonates with the collective golden age of the vinyl era is The Sex Pistols’ ‘Never Mind The Bollocks, Here’s The Sex Pistols’ (1977). The cover, created by designer Jamie Reid, was crude and made use of intentionally clashing colours and purposefully ugly typography which could not have been a stronger match for the band’s image, with the design going on to shape and define the look of Punk. Reid explains that he sees Punk as an art movement with roots emerging from Russian agitprop, Dada, surrealism and situationism, all of which are elements of influence that can be seen within the visuals of the subculture, and within the cover of this album.

[image: ]Fig. 6: Radiohead, OK Computer front and back cover, 1997

To revisit Radiohead, in their record ‘OK Computer’ from 1997, the band spreads the visuals of the musical and lyrical themes of the album not only through the cover, but also across the inside sleeves, the included lyric booklet, and the artwork that is placed throughout its packaging, ensuring the album comes as a meaningful, inseparable whole, as opposed to a collection of songs being sold on the strength of a singular cover image. (Draper, J, 2009) 
[image: ]Fig. 7: Radiohead, OK Computer vinyl packaging

The artist, Stanley Donwood, creates a cold, electronic image through a colour palette of icy blues, tonal greys, and a stark white background, occasionally interrupted by striking pops of red. This colour palette is shown through domestic, industrial imagery of motorways, blueprints, houses, informational graphics, and isolated figures, all of which encapsulating the album’s exploration of themes like alienation, technological anxiety, consumerism, and political corruption within a dystopian, modern world.
[image: ]Fig. 8: The Smashing Pumpkins, Mellon Collie and the Infinite Sadness, 1995

Similarly, in ‘Mellon Collie and the Infinite Sadness’ (1995), The Smashing Pumpkins construct a visual and thematic identity that extends beyond the cover, presenting the album as an immersive, conceptual whole. The artwork, developed under the direction of Billy Corgan and realised by illustrator John Craig, draws upon a collage aesthetic that merges Victorian illustration with Renaissance portraiture, producing a dreamlike visual. The central image of a melancholic, star-bodied woman is rendered in soft, muted tones like deep blues, sepias, and faded creams, which evoke nostalgia and emotional introspection. This visual composition, along with the ornate typography and complimentary artwork throughout the album’s packaging, encapsulates the record’s exploration of its themes; romanticised melancholy, escapism, and childhood innocence. In contrast to the cold, technological alienation depicted in ‘OK Computer’, ‘Mellon Collie and the Infinite Sadness’ instead constructs a mythic, introspective universe in which sadness is aestheticised and expanded into something infinite. This positions the album as a cohesive artistic statement rather than a discrete collection of tracks.

Conclusion
My practice for this project, will be to design and create my own physical vinyl, either based on already existing album or an original concept; this will include a front and back cover, the sleeve of the record, a vinyl disc, and potentially inclusions such as a lyric sheet, stickers, and a poster. An example of what I hope for the project’s outcome to look like is illustrated by one of my own vinyl records, ‘Evangelic Girl is A Gun’ (2025) by alternative artist Yeule with visual art done by artist Vasso Vu, and its poster in fig 9, 10, and 11 below.
[image: ]Fig. 9
[image: ]Fig. 10
[image: ]
Fig. 11

I have designed and illustrated my own album covers in the past, for example, fig. 12 and 13 show a front and back cover that I made for the album ‘Transatlantacism’ (2003) by the band Death Cab for Cutie for a project in first year. However, I have not yet made a physical outcome from them which I plan to do with this project.
[image: ]Fig. 12
[image: ]Fig. 13
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