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Summary of Topic

The man aim of this dissertation is to examine how album covers/artwork will be effected in the digital age by looking at the trends that albums have followed over time, the nostalgia that comes with owning a physical copy of an album and how artwork can create a sense of narrative on an album.


































Introduction

Despite music being an aural medium, it has long had an intimate relationship with the visual (Puschak, 2015). In this Dissertation, I will examine perhaps the most iconic visual supplement in the history of music, the album cover. Today, we perceive album covers as a visual representation of the feeling or tone of what the album itself has to offer, although limited to the dimensions of a square, the style and concepts are essentially limitless. But this wasn’t always the case, in the beginning 78-RPM gramophone records were usually protected by a cardboard or brown paper sleeve with no graphic and little to no text. This continued until 1938, when American major record label Columbia Records hired their very first art director, Alex Steinweiss.

In the late ’30s Alex Steinweiss challenged the status quo with the then gutsy move of designing art covers instead of cheap generic paper sleeves. Over three decades Steinweiss created thousands of record sleeves, prototyping the modern album cover as we know it. 
(Ediriwira, 2014)

Steinweiss completely changed the way album covers were perceived, by redesigning the bland and graphic-less paper sleeves with a more efficient design printed with original, eye catching artwork. His work made such an impact on the industry and sales that record stores had to be redesigned to house the new style and function of the products, where the records were previously displayed like books on a shelf only revealing the bindings, they were refigured to encourage the customers to flip through the records and admire the artworks. This shows just how crucial the album artwork was to the marketing of the product. And that’s what music is, a product, a commodity that people consume.
The reason I have chosen this topic is because as an illustration student I am particularly interested in the history of using illustrations for album covers and what the future will hold for the illustrated album cover in the digital age.

In this dissertation, I will examine the visual aspect of music as a product, the journey of album artwork and how it will be affected by the digital age, with technological advancements such as streaming and downloadable content.
Chapter One looks at the buying trends of millennials opting to purchase tangible, physical copies of music products despite being raised in a digital age with full access to online content. 
In Chapter Two I will examine the nostalgia of the older generation purchasing products from their childhood but also the concept of nostalgia itself.
In the last chapter I will analyse album covers that have been designed by the musician to create a narrative, that when teamed with the music gives the viewer/listener a whole new outlook on the album, whether it be through a number of art prints or on a single artwork. I will look at album covers that have made an impact and had a lasting effect on the music industry.











Chapter 1 - Trend

Album covers were introduced around 1910, when 78-RPM Vinyl records became the primary medium for recorded sound, replacing the phonograph cylinder. 
These 78-RPM records were produced in ten and twelve-inch diameter vinyl discs and were usually packaged in paper sleeves that were either plain or had very little printing to show the producer or artists name. This method of packaging was very light, due to the fragility of the discs many were broken in storage. Shortly after they became packaged with stronger cardboard sleeves, and as mentioned earlier it was not until 1938 when Columbia records hired Alex Steinweiss as their first art director, who revolutionized the way album covers were perceived at the time by designing eye catching graphic covers.

Since then album covers have sported a boundless range of designs, images and concepts, with many trends becoming popular and certain artists really pushing the boundaries of what can be produced onto a square cover. The style of album covers has seen many trends over time, before releasing an album the artist has a lot to take into consideration, obviously the tracks themselves but also arguably just as important, the cover art.

There have been endless styles of album covers through time, some styles and trends lasting longer, if a certain style was successful many other artists would catch on and mimic the style, creating a trend. A good example of this is the ‘personality cover’, which is essentially just a photograph of the band or musician portraying a certain emotion, this style of album cover is believed to be pioneered by the Beatles earlier albums. The personality cover was very successful and is still used today, it became popular among fans because by owning an album with a photograph it gave them a physical commodity of their favorite band or musician, to have and to hold, a sense of ownership. “In its simplest form, we have in a photograph surrogate possession of a cherished person or thing’ (Sontag, 1977).

This was true through other trends of album artwork not just the personality cover or cover with photographs, album covers were designed with minimal graphics, others with beautiful illustrations by well-known painters and some with just a simple typeface. Despite the many trends and styles of album covers through time, people have always been willing to purchase and buy into the trends because they enjoy the notion of feeling that they own a part of their favourite musician or band, and since they can’t buy the band itself, the album cover is the stand in for the commodity to be purchased. 

Another popular trend of album artwork is the illustrated album cover, many musical artists have chosen to use illustrators to design more traditional artworks for their album covers rather than just using photographs or more graphic artworks. One artist that was prolific for his traditional style artworks is Roger Dean. 
[image: ]Although Dean describes himself primarily as a landscape painter, he has had an immensely successful career and is widely recognised for his work on album covers for bands such as Budgie, Yes and Gentle Giant.Figure 1 Budgie album cover by Roger Dean, 1973



In his most famous covers he uses his training as a classic landscape painter to create beautiful fantasy landscapes with floating islands and intricate mythical creatures. Dean used traditional mediums such as watercolour paints, gouache and ink as well as some mixed media pieces using collage. Dean’s career was prolific through the 1970s, meaning the covers he was creating artwork for were being produced for the 12-inch vinyl LP which were packaged in same size cardboard sleeves.
So, the listeners who were purchasing these albums designed by Dean were receiving a beautiful 12-inch piece of artwork that they could take home and really inspect and take in all the detail of his intricate works, which makes the album so much more than just a collection of tracks by the artist, it becomes a tangible commodity that can be held and admired while listening to the music.

[image: ]Today, illustrated album covers seem to be a rare commodity, this screengrab from the iTunes album chart shows Top 10 albums released by artists this year.Figure 2 Screenshot of iTunes Charts, 2017


All of these albums feature either a photograph of the artist, a simple graphic or just the artists logo. None of these album covers here could be admired or enjoyed as much as an illustrated album with traditional artwork such as the Budgie cover designed by Roger Dean pictured earlier.

The reason behind the decline of illustrated album covers in recent years is due to advancements in music technology, In 1982 the compact disc (CD) was released and by the early 90s had become the primary medium for recorded sound, taking over from the 12-inch Vinyl LP.
In the late 90s, as computers were becoming more accessible, the rise of digital music began, with apple releasing software like iTunes making it possible to purchase music at the click of a button without leaving the house. In more recent years, streaming services like Spotify and Tidal have made music even more accessible to the public, requiring only a small monthly fee for access to thousands of songs, streaming services have had such an impact on the music industry that in 2014, ‘Global revenue from music downloads and subscriptions has overtaken sales of physical formats for the first time’ (Vincent, 2015).

These advancements are a major factor in the decrease in popularity of the illustrated album during the era of the 12-inch Vinyl LP. Music formatting has massively shrunk in size, albums released on CDs are usually packaged in a 5-inch jewel case and the artwork displayed on digital downloads on computers and mobile devices are usually limited to a 200-pixel square. Today when an artist releases new music, they are aware that the primary sales of the music will be through digital downloads and CDs, and the visual aspect of their music, like the cover art, will be displayed primarily on a phone/computer screen.

Artists today no longer feel the pressure to design intricate, complex artworks for their albums because they are being released in such small formats, whereas artists in the 1970s would release album covers knowing their fans would be viewing them on a striking 12-inch record sleeve that they would likely keep and admire for years to come.

It may not be the end for the illustrated album cover however, as in recent years current trends indicate the Vinyl disc could be making a comeback.
Today, the typical way to access music is online, using streaming services such as Spotify, SoundCloud and Tidal, and much to recording artists dismay, illegal downloads are still very common. Technology is ever progressing making it easier for people to get their music without having to pay or leave their computer, even the thought of visiting a music store seems to be a thing of the past, with many going out of business.

In this ever-progressing digital age which has essentially diminished formats such as the cassette, 8-track tape and CD, why has there been a noticeable resurgence in sales of vinyl? As of 2016, sales of vinyl have reached a 25 year high as consumers young and old have once again embraced physical formats of music.  (Ellis-Petersen, 2017) It was also the first year that sales of vinyl outstripped that spent on digital downloads. This shows that despite advancements in music production making physical mediums like the vinyl and CD essentially obsolete by making music readily available online, giving listeners access to unlimited songs at the click of a button, people still enjoy having ownership of a tangible copy of their favorite albums that they can physically hold and enjoy.
It seems to be a trend among millennials to have a longing for the past, whether it be the way they dress, the cultures they involve themselves in, or the music they listen to, such as; the Punk Rock fashion of the 60s or the Disco Fashion of the 80s.
Young people following the latest trends and fashions, especially those regarded as being outside the cultural mainstream (Oxford English Dictionary, 2017) could be a cause of this surge in sales of vinyl. Those who grew up in a digital age, purchasing older means of music like the vinyl as a sense of longing for the past, to own something from before their time. There are additional factors that could add to the increase of vinyl sales, the musicians and producers themselves could be aware of the trend of millennials reverting back to older means of music and taking advantage of this, hence more albums becoming available on vinyl, or possibly just realizing for themselves the potential that a 12-inch album cover could have.

Yet record sleeves retain an allure for musicians, fans and the designers themselves. The resurgence in vinyl sales may be partly due to the tactile appeal of the format in a digital age, and 12-inch sleeves remain the best billboard for an album’s artwork. 
(Carroll, 2016)

The resurgence in sales could be due to the unfortunate deaths of many music legends such as David Bowie, who became the bestselling vinyl artist of 2016 after fans chose to invest in tangible copies of his music almost as a keepsake. With many older fans who grew up listening to vinyl, choosing to go out and purchase their favorite music as a physical copy again, that they can keep as a memento for years to come, to have, and to hold, almost as a form of nostalgia.



Chapter 2 - Nostalgia

Nostalgia is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as ‘a sentimental longing or wistful affection for a period in the past’ (Nostalgia, 2017).
Nostalgia is an emotion many people are familiar with in their day to day life, often associated with a wistful longing for the past, thinking of better times when things get dark, it is more than just memory; it is memory with the pain taken away. It involves a bittersweet longing for an idealised past which no longer exists (Goulding, 1999).
but it wasn’t always this way, nostalgia was originally treated as an illness among soldiers.
In the late 17th century, a medical student named Johannes Hofer noticed a strange illness affecting Swiss mercenaries serving abroad. Its symptoms, including fatigue, insomnia, irregular heartbeat, indigestion, and fever were so strong, the soldiers often had to be discharged. 
         (Routledge, 2016)

Due to Hofer’s research the ‘illness’ came to be associated with soldiers, his studies show how nostalgia was initially treated as an extreme case of depression, indulging in memories of the past was seen as a sign of home sickness and was attempted to be disciplined out of sufferers, with stories of soldiers being brutally punished for singing folk songs from their homeland. However, since more research has been conducted, it’s been proven that nostalgia actually works to counteract depression (Martin, 2014).
Nostalgia is a yearning for an idealized past, a longing for a sanitized impression of the past, what in psychoanalysis is referred to as a screen memory – not a true recreation of the past, but rather a combination of many different memories, all integrated together, and in the process all negative emotions filtered out.
    (Hirsch, 1992)



After discovering the positive effects of nostalgia, it has become widely recognized as a marketing tool, using people’s natural tendencies to yearn for the past, products are designed and marketed to play on this emotion to convince the public to consume these products.
In media and advertising, nostalgia-evoking images, sounds and references can be used strategically to create a sense of connectedness between consumers and products with the goal of convincing the public to consume, watch, or buy advertised products. 
    (Lizardi, 2016)

[image: ]By creating products or advertising them in such a way that creates a familiarity with the consumer, or reminds them of something from their childhood is a very successful method of marketing, a perfect example of this is the Coca Cola Christmas advertisement:Figure 3 Coca Cola Christmas Advertisement, 2013


Global brand Coca Cola are masterminds at marketing, this can be proved by their annual Christmas advertisement, they have been using the exact same advertisement at Christmas only making minor changes every year, thus causing the viewer to become overwhelmed with nostalgia by forcing them to reminisce about the previous years they have seen the advertisement. This kind of advertisement is called ‘vicarious nostalgia’. 
Vicarious nostalgia is a feeling of wistful yearning for a moment that occurred prior to, or outside of, the span of one’s memory, but is relatable (has sentimental value) due to repeated mediated exposure to it. 
          (Merchant, 2013)

Vicarious nostalgia has been made possible because of the vast reach marketing has, advertisements can be broadcast across social media, TV, film, radio and more to have an effect on the consumer to buy into their product.
This kind of marketing can be used in album artwork, by designing covers that mimic the style or trend of well-known albums from the past, it forces a sense of familiarity to the consumer, reminding them of albums they have seen before, causing them to feel nostalgia.

Today, we live in a world of increasing change; where technology, seemingly on a yearly basis, re-positions, not only what and how we do our work but also what we desire in our leisure. Social and cultural norms are increasingly augmenting too, leaving us anxious and lost amongst what was once familiar 
          (Davis, 1979; Hutcheon, 1998)

In this digital age, we are constantly seeing new advancements in technology, all the media’s we know and have grown up with are being advanced into new formats, for example online streaming for music, movies and television and physical books being formatted onto digital E-readers, it’s all happening very fast and can leave a lot of people confused and anxious. It can leave many people feeling very nostalgic of a simpler time in their past when they had a grasp on all of the technology they were using; this nostalgia could be a factor in vinyl and physical book sales experiencing a resurgence despite digital [image: ]downloads and eBooks being readily available.
Figure 4 Graph illustrating rise in Vinyl LP sales in recent years, 2015

This graph illustrates the recent surge in sales over recent years despite music technology consistently advancing with streaming services making music available at the click of a button. 
Nostalgia has played a big part in this surge in sales, whether it be people from an older generation who grew up with Vinyl, baffled by new formats of music choosing to purchase the music they grew up with on a format they are comfortable with.
Or people of a younger generation who grew up in an age of digital downloads, never experiencing tangible copies of recorded music, wistfully yearning for a sense of the past, wanting to experience what their parents listened to.

[bookmark: _GoBack]It is human nature to feel nostalgic, people enjoy experiencing things that make them feel younger, emotionally connecting with your younger self helps you maintain a sense of continuity over time. Without memory, we would have no identity (Krauss-Whitbourne, 2012). One way people can use nostalgia to remind themselves of their youth is purchasing tangible copies of their favourite medias, to have and to hold is so much more precious than simply having a copy saved onto their computer or phone. This longing for physical copies goes beyond just music albums, with sales of physical books now outperforming digital titles (Wood, 2017).
















Chapter 3 – Narrative
Chapter 3: Narrative

The artwork of an album is so much more than just a graphic to make the product look appealing, there have been endless styles and subject matters shown on album covers over time, some that change the overall feel of the album entirely. The artwork can be just as expressive and significant as the music itself, it can creative a narrative that may otherwise not be perceived through the aural contents of the album.
What is it about narrative that we find so appealing? As humans, stories are one of our most powerful forms of communication (Truscott, 2016). Storytelling has no limitations, it does not have to be words spoken between people, stories have no special dimension they can be told in literature, images, movies, music and more, and no matter what generation or part of the world you are from, everyone enjoys a good narrative. People enjoy getting involved in a story, because it allows them to escape into a different place, even if for only a short time, this is why so many people love to read fictional books and get engrossed into imaginary worlds.

To read fiction means to play a game by which we give sense to the immensity of things that happened, are happening, or will happen in the actual world. By reading narrative, we escape the anxiety that attacks us when we try to say something true about the world. This is the consoling function or narrative – the reason people tell stories, and have told stories from the beginning of time.
(Eco, 1995)

The same applies to music, people love to put on their favourite artists and get lost in their music, listening to a certain album can be much the same as reading fiction, when an album is produced to a central narrative or a theme, the listener can identify more with the music, the tracks are arranged in a way that tells a story, causing the listener to identify and sympathise with the characters in the songs. 
The album artwork can add to this, much like a book cover or page illustrations the artwork on the cover of an album can cause the viewer to perceive the music in a different way, this kind of album is called a concept album.

A concept is an abstract idea or invention that can be used to help sell or advertise a product or service. This can be applied to music when an artist releases an album with a bigger picture in mind, rather than compiling the tracks in a random order and designing a meaningless album artwork, the album can be created so the visual aspects such as the artwork on the cover and additional art prints are designed, and the tracks are arranged in such a way that it creates a central narrative. 
A concept album is an album in which its tracks hold a larger purpose or meaning collectively than they do individually (Cullen, 2001). The concept album became popular with many rock musicians throughout the 1960’s with The Beatles being one of the first to pioneer this trend of album, since then many concept albums have been produced by many artists across various musical genres.
This commodity has seen a decline in recent years due to technological advancements, people no longer need to purchase a whole album to hear a song, with streaming services and digital downloads coming into existence, music listeners can pick and choose the tracks they want and skip the ones they do not, they are not forced to listen to the tracks in the order the artist intended to understand the narrative or overall theme of the album and maybe will not get a full understanding of the album’s artworks.
With the recent increase of Vinyl LP sales we could see a return of this style of album, with artists such as Kanye West releasing additional limited art prints to create a narrative with his physical albums that cannot be found with digital downloads.
Many business people have already discovered the power of storytelling in a practical sense, they have observed how compelling a well-constructed narrative can be.
(Zak, 2014)

I believe concept albums will continue to be produced on older means of music such as the 12-inch Vinyl LP because artists know this larger format has so much more potential to make their music into more of a commodity than the CD or digital media.
They know their fans will be willing to purchase because its more of a desirable product when they can physically hold it and look through the inserts and feel as if they have surrogate possession of the music.







[image: ]One of the earliest examples of an album being used to create a narrative is Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band by The Beatles, one of the most iconic and recognizable albums in history. It became very popular because the artwork was very complex for the era in which it was produced.
Figure 5, The Beatle’s Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, 1967.

The album cover clearly engages the viewer in so many ways, with only the album and bands name on the cover, the artwork invites them in. One of the many things that make this album so intriguing is the instant challenge to identify all of the characters who appear behind The Beatles themselves, what do all of these people have in common? The Sgt. Pepper’s cover wants you to ask questions like this, it creates a narrative for the audience.
This album was released in 1967, the primary format of music production at this time was the twelve-inch Vinyl LP, people who purchased this product would have a large copy of the album artwork they could admire while listening to the vinyl, it could be used almost like an activity book. The album was also one of the first to include the full lyrics of the songs on the inside cover, encouraging the reader to read through and further understand the meaning and narrative behind the songs.
The cover of The Beatle’s Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely-Hearts Club Band is very iconic, with ‘Peter Blake’s artwork that is so redolent of the time’ (Havers, 2017) which worked so well on the 12-inch+ packaging of the time. But how would this artwork be perceived if it was released today? Today, the Compact Disc is the customary way of purchasing a physical album, and most people use streaming services and digital downloads to listen to music, these mediums display the artwork in a 5-inch jewel case or a 200px square on a mobile phone or computer screen. An artwork like Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely-Hearts Club Band would not have nearly the same effect on the audience as it did on the 12-inch Vinyl LP’s it was originally released on.




[image: ]A more recent example of an artist using a narrative on an album is Kanye West’s My Beautiful Dark Twisted Fantasy.Figure 6, Kanye West’s My Beautiful Dark Twisted Fantasy alternative artworks, 2010. 


Kanye West has always been an artist determined to succeed. For My Beautiful Dark Twisted Fantasy his determination and ambition expands into his album artwork as well. For this project West worked with American contemporary artist George Condo, known for his dark and gruesome paintings which clearly mimic the works and styles of Pablo Picasso and Francisco Goya. Multiple covers were created for this album, a total of six official covers were released and kept as inserts inside the vinyl sleeve as well as the record itself, although only one artwork can be seen on digital versions of the album, which subsequently had to be blurred. The final artwork contained an explicit image so in order to be sold publicly online the artwork had to be blurred, although the unedited version still appears in the vinyl edition of the product.
The six artworks released for this album including the explicit image were designed by the artist to be viewed together, along with the tracks to create a narrative, which unfortunately cannot transpire to all mediums especially online services. 
This could be a factor why Vinyl sales are overtaking Digital Downloads for the first time in many years, musicians and their consumers are realising that older means of music have more to offer as an overall product.


















Conclusion
My aim for this dissertation was to gain a better understanding of what the future will hold for album covers in the digital age, In Chapter One I examined trend, in particular how album covers have seen many different trends and styles over time, despite the style fans are still willing to purchase physical copies of their favourite artists music because it gives them a sense of possession of the artist. I looked at the trend of illustrated albums in detail because I hold a personal interest for this being an illustration student, and unfortunately found that illustrated album artwork is not as popular as it once was, due to advancements in music formatting for example downsizing from vinyl to CD and the rise of digital downloads and streaming. I also analysed the resurgence of sales in Vinyl LPs in recent years due to millennials reverting back to older formats of music almost like a hipster trend, the trend of longing for the past that seems to have interested a lot of millennials could keep older formats of music in production.

Chapter Two I researched nostalgia, the theory of the word itself and the history, what was once regarded a sickness amongst soldiers, has had much more research carried out and is now a recognized emotion usually seen in a positive light, even used as a means of fighting depression.  It is also a known marketing tool, causing someone to feel nostalgia can be a successful way of getting them to buy into a product, I looked at ‘vicarious nostalgia’ which is a form of false nostalgia created by advertising companies and marketed with a lot of products. I also revisited the Vinyl LP sales from a different perspective, people from older generations who grew up with the format are purchasing copies of their favourite albums and artists out of nostalgia, almost as a memento or keepsake.

In my final chapter I looked at Narrative, at how we as humans enjoy getting lost into a good narrative or piece of fiction, which can be taken advantage of and used as a marketing tool, for example the concept album, I looked at the concept album because I am curious as to how albums with such complex narrative features would translate to being a digital album, I then looked as some iconic albums that are considered works of art in their own right just because of the artwork, which I also think would not be as well received if released as a digital download.

There is no solid answer for what the future holds, but research has shown we are a long way off from going fully digital. With music artists leaning more towards larger formats of music like the twelve-inch vinyl because of the larger potential to create something more aesthetic with a sense of narrative, and these products being purchased by older generations out of nostalgia as it’s the format they grew up with, and the younger generation out of trend and a wistful yearning to experience a sense of the past, older forms of music and large physical album covers are safe for the time being.
Digital music will continue to make advancements but physical copies of recorded music is a commodity that cannot be replaced and will not be going anywhere in the immediate future.
One thing does seem to be certain, it will only be through embracing technology and change that we will keep alive the album artwork we love (Pascoe, 2014).
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