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Abstract

Mix tapes consist of songs and other audio recordings which are arranged and
sequenced according to the desires of their creators, and which are then often
presented to a recipient in the form of a gift. This thesis researches the ways in which
mix tapes are used in communication. Drawing on interviews with six principal
informants, | consider the mix tape both from the point of view of the creator, as well

as the recipient.
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Introduction

This thesis began its life in the Fall of 2003, when [ was struggling with an
assignment for Dr Diane Goldstein’s Folklore Theory course at Memorial University
of Newfoundland (MUN). My task was to choose an item of material culture and
analyse it using three different approaches. Having only arrived in St John’s from
England some weeks before, [ did not as yet have many objects to choose from. As |
scanned my room, my eyes came to rest on a compilation tape which had been sent to
me by my friend Andy back in Britain. | duly wrote the paper on the tape, but after
finishing the assignment, | was unable to shake the feeling that I *was not yet done’
with mix tapes, and so decided to make them the subject of my thesis.

Despite having made and received countless mix tapes over the past ten years,
I had never previously given them any considered th‘ought. and certainly not from the
point of view of a folklorist. | am fortunate in that the discipline within which | write
allows — encourages — me to include my own experiences and opinions as a user of
mix tapes in my work, and it is from this perspective, as well as that of an academic
folklorist, that I write.

My main purpose in this thesis is to explore the various ways in which mix
tapes' are used by the people who make and receive them. My primary methodology
consists of interviews with five informants who have been making mix tapes for
several years, and one informant who | interviewed about his use of his iPod. |

conducted the interviews between July 2004 and March 2005. In choosing my

'"The term *mix tape’ refers to a blank cassette which has been filled with recordings from various
sources — most often commercially sold musical recordings. While some people prefer other terms such
as ‘compilation tape’, *mixed tape® or ‘anthology’, for the purposes of simplification | use *mix tape’
throughout this thesis.



informants | was looking for people who had been making mixes for several years,
and | also wanted to try and find people from various backgrounds. The interviews
were recorded onto minidisk, and before I submitted this thesis I sent each of my
informants a copy and encouraged them to inform me if they wanted me to omit any
passages, or just wanted to make general comments. [ will now provide a brief

introduction to each of my informants.

Holly Everett
I met Holly through the Department of Folklore at MUN, as she was a PhD

student in the programme when | began my Master’s degree. Holly is also the wife of
my supervisor, Dr Peter Narvdez, and when he mentioned to me that Holly had been
making mix tapes for several years, | asked her if she would mind being my
informant. Originally from the US, Holly has now béen living in St John’s,
Newfoundland for nine years and has recently completed her PhD thesis in folklore.

She is thirty-seven years old.

Hannah Godfrev

I was introduced to Hannah through a friend of mine in England, and when |
learnt that she ran a society where members exchanged mix tapes — the Hollow Box
Jockey Club — I asked her if she would be my informant. The basic premise of the
Jockey Club is that each member makes a mix tape, which they send to Hannah, and
then in return, Hannah sends them a mix tape made by another member. Each member
is given two weeks to listen to the tape, before they are required to send the tape back,

at which point Hannah then re-distributes the tapes, taking care to ensure that nobody



ever receives the same mix tape twice. The process is conducted by mail, and so the
makers of the tapes aré unaware of the identities and musical preferences of the people
who receive them. While this is the main focus of the Jockey Club, Hannah also
organises related social events where members can meet each other. Both sides of a
flyer for one such event — the *steeplechase’ — can be seen on the following pages in
Figures | and 2. Born in Billericay, Essex, Hannah has been living in Bristol since

2001. Hannah is twenty-seven.

You are invited to a steeplechase! Canter to the Cube in Bristol and
meet your fellow jockeys! There will be tape-making, horse racing
a film with live DJ and t-shirts for sale! Enjoy some stable talk, ,
share a nosebag, swop tapes. Bring your favourite tunes/noises for
an uber tape! Email with ideas! Bring a tape recorder! Bring a
hobby horse! JUST COME!!! I'll put up any out of Bristol
. jockeys! HOORAY!

\ot Thursday 22 Apiil 2004 8 p.m.

o hollowbokjockéy @blueyonder.co.uk

Figure 1. Side one of a flyer for the Hollow Box Jockey Club



gure 2. Side two of a flyer for the Hollow Box Jockey Club

chard Gunn
Richard Gunn has been a friend of mine for a few years, and having received
veral mix tapes from him during that time, his name came to mind when [ was
oking for suitable informants. The most recent tape which Richard made me is
led “This is Indie Rock’, the tracklisting of which can be seen in Figure 3. Richard
nt me the tape shortly before I left England for Canada in 2003. In the
companying letter Richard describes the tape as, “the best comp. tape ever. I like to

>w my own trumpet but these songs are so good....So take this to Canada and you






Luke Power

I met my friend Luke Power through his job at Fred’s Records in downtown
St. John’s. I asked him to be my informant because he is a proud and devoted owner
of an iPod and an enthusiastic downloader of music, and 1 was looking for someone
who used recently developed technologies by which to access and listen to music.

Luke is twenty-three years old and lives in St John’s, Newfoundland.

Neil Rosenberg

| met Neil Rosenberg when | began my Master’s studies at the MUN
Department of Folklore in 2003, when Neil was beginning his final year of teaching.
Through my supervisor, Dr Narvéez, | learned that Neil had been compiling
anthologies since the 1950s, and | was happy that he agreed to be my informant. Born
in Seattle in 1939, Neil moved to St John’s in 1968. 'His primary research interests are
music and song — particularly bluegrass, country and Newfoundland music. Neil plays

banjo and frequently performs publicly in St John’s.

Literature Review

While mix tapes are an under-researched area in folklore studies, in this thesis
I have situated my discussion of them in the context of research conducted by

folklorists on other forms of collectanea. In her book So We Can Remember: Showing

Family Photographs, folklorist Pauline Greenhill demonstrates how families use

family photographs as a way of transmitting family folklore and narratives. Greenhill

argues that the photographs are:









with Caroline Kikisch discussing the role of the researcher in qualitative interviews,
and Ove Sutter describing the transcribing process. Before publication, Sutter allowed
her informants to check her transcription, and complied with their requests to omit
certain passages.

Heile Meister, Silke Menzel and Ina Orbitz discuss the mix tape as “memory
object’, and | examine this essay in greater detail in Chapter Three, where [ consider
the ways in which mix tapes are listened to. In their essay *“*My Favourite Chords’:
Mixtapes und Musikgeschmack,”™ Armin Peiseler, Jérn Radzuweit and Alexander
Tsitsigias discuss the notion of musical taste, and how a person’s taste in music can
reflect their personality and lifestyle. | explore this, and also Rolf Hasbargen and
Andrea Kriamer’s research on the ways that mix tapes are used as a means of
communication in Chapter Two of this thesis. Katrin Hesse and Laura Tiemann
consider gender perspectives within the subject of m‘ix tapes, discussing topics such as
whether or not a pers s gender affects their use of technology and the relationship
between a person’s n  sical taste and their gender. Finally, Hilde Ausserlechner,
Vanessa Kossen and Birgit Staack look at the representation of mix tapes in popular
literature, including 1 :k Hornby’s High Fidelity, a novel which I also discuss in
some detail.

I am grateful ) Maria Enzensberger for her assistance in the translation of the
chapter *“*My Favou  Chords’: Mixtapes und Musikgeschmack™. All other

quotations from Kas ftengeschichten are my own translations; I am satisfied that my

translations remain iful to the original text, and if | have been uncertain about a
particular quotation, n | have decided not to include it, rather than run the risk of

misinterpreting or mi :presenting the author.
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Conservative party leader Michael Howard. with those of Prime Minister Tony Blair.

Ferguson writes of Howard that,
What he's done well is, of all things. shown honesty in his choice of music for
his appearance this morning on Desert Island Discs. Do you remember Blair's
list. drawn up by his pollster friends and 18 focus groups?.... Howard. at least.
in choosing 'Everything |1 Do. | Do it for You' by Bryan Adams... has shown
that execrable taste and commendable honesty do not mutually exclude; and he
almost won. for a second. if not my vote, then at least a grudging little doff of
the hat.'”
Similarly. an article in The London Review of July 2004 asks readers, "If you had to
pick the next Prime Minister on the basis of their Desert Island Discs. who would you
elect?” Points are awarded for "quality music” and "convincing individual choices’ but
lost for “philistinism™ and *mawkishness". " Politicians, in common with everybody
else must often be judged by not only what they are like. but what they like.
Following interviews with a number of different informants, Peiseler,
Tsitsigias and Radzuweit identify four main categories of mix tape maker. Though
they stress that there are possible intermediate stages between, and overlaps within
these categories. they suggest that mix tape creators can generally be described as
belonging to one of the following four groups:
I. The ‘communicator’. who makes and exchanges tapes not so much for the sake of
the music, but for the ritual of reciprocal exchange itself, and the bonds of friendship
which are formed through such an exchange.
2. The “provider’, who passes on tapes for the sheer love of the music itself. As an

example of a provider, Peiseler, Tsitsigias and Radzuweit quote one informant’s

explanation as to why he makes tapes: “you have to know that this song is great. It

' Euan Ferguson. "Only a Politician Would Try to Explain Pop Lyrics.” The Observer 4 July 2004, 3
May 20035 <http://observer.guardian.co.uk/comment/story/0,.1253533.00.htm!>.

“Desert Island Discs.” London Review 4 July 2004. 3 May 2005
<http://www.lnreview.co.uk/music/002479.php>.
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and fans have tended to equate acoustic performances with authenticity, while electric
performances have sometimes been interpreted as a form of betrayal. As Narvaez
writes, during the blues revivals of the 1950s and early 1960s in North America and
Europe,

A commitment to what will be referred to here as the ‘myth of acousticity’

developed. This myth pits the supposedly superior, authentic, ‘natural’ sound

of the traditional wooden guitar as perceived by sensory media (ears and eyes),
against the inferior amplified sounds of guitars employing electronic magnetic
pick-ups, sound processors, and amplifiers. In part, the ‘tonal-purity-of-the-

acoustic-guitar’ argument may be understood as a legacy of cultural hierarchy,

a well-worn High Culture aesthetic for instruments used in the performance of

cultivated art music, the guitar now being *firmly established as a respectable

classical instrument’ (Evans 1977:167).In addition, however, the myth of
acousticity, which was embraced during the folk boom, attaches ideological
signifieds to the acoustic guitar, making it a democratic vehicle vis-a-vis the

sonic authoritarianism of electric instruments. (29)

Nowhere was the equation of acoustic with authentic, and electric with betrayal more
succinctly and vehemently demonstrated than at the 1966 Bob Dylan concert in
Manchester, England, when one fan, angry at Dylan’s new electric sound shouted
‘Judas!” (Marcus 36).

Determining what is and what is not authentic is an impossible task, as the
answer is inevitably a subjective one. “The issue is therefore” as Edward Bruner and
Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett write, “‘less one of authenticity and more one of
authentication: who has the power to represent whom and determine which
representation is authoritative?” (304). This issue is addressed by Andrew Theodore
Mall in his essay “Community, Authenticity, and Independent Music. Or Why
Community Matters to Authenticity in Independent Music”. Discussing independent

music scenes and their need to be perceived as authentic, Mall argues that

“authenticity is ascribed and not inscribed, and that the audience acts as a vehicle for
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mix’s creator and the recipient. The nature of authenticity does not even appear to be
an issue for those people who make and receive mix CDs — as | have documented, the
belief is that the meaning lies in the music, and not in the media through which it is
communicated. For those who continue to make and circulate mix cassettes, the
perceived authenticity of the tape format is important, but is only important to the
artists or creators, and their audience or recipients. As Mall implies, the rhetorical
question of which medium is the more authentic is ultimately less important and less
interesting than the reasons people have for ascribing authenticity.

The perceived authenticity of the cassette format is a reason why some people,
despite having the means to make mix CDs, still choose to use tapes. The availability
of technology and music, and the choices which people make about their usage of it is
relevant to the creation and playing of mix tapes, and it is to this access that I will now

turn my attention.

Access to Music and Technology

It seems an obvious point to make, but the creation of a mix tape or mix CD
depends on the creator having access to certain recording technologies, and the
musical content of the tape is dependent upon the music to which the creator has
access. In this section I will begin by discussing how the available recording
technology affects the resultant mix, before looking at how people’s mix tapes reflects
the access which they have to music.

Today’s mix tape makers are most likely to record their tapes using two

cassette deck stereo systems, allowing them to record music from other tapes, CDs,
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Having outlined Luke’s opinions concerning downloading and file sharing, 1
will now consider the effects which these activities have had on his relationship with

other music fans.

How Luke’s iPod and iTunes have affected his relationship with music fans

As well as giving him greater access to music, Luke’s iTunes has also partly
affected the way he socialises with other music fans. He says:
There’s a guy who | know just based strictly on exchanging music, and we
hang out, and we don’t do anything besides talk about music, or exchange
music, and then that’s it, he’s gone and | won’t see him again for like 2
months....And also like, the whole Mac culture, and the iPod thing, sort of
brings like minded people, like there’s a group of 4 of us who met up here over
Christmas, and we wouldn’t normally hang out, but we did for this one day,
and we all sat here with our nerdy little iBooks and power books and iPods,
and just swapped music and had supper and stuff.
| find the contrast interesting between how Luke describes his interactions with people
based around his iTunes, compared with his interactions with people based on the
exchange of mix tapes. Perhaps the most striking thing is his description of his fellow
music fans. When discussing the exchange of mix tapes in Chapel Arm, Luke
mentioned that the tapes were exchanged between himself and his “small group of
friends”. When discussing the music fans who he socially interacts with in relation to
iTunes, however, the word *friend” is not mentioned, and Luke explicitly states that
they, “would not normally hang out”.

When Luke described the meeting with the four people over Christmas, [

found it noticeable that the meeting was not organised around the four of them having






mixes, giving their opinions and making suggestions as to songs which they feel
would complement the mix.*°

Interestingly, iTunes publish consumers’ ‘iMixes’ on their website. People can
publish their favourite playlists or iMixes, which are then rated by other iTunes music
store users. In fact, iTunes even has a celebrity mix feature, where famous music
artists publish their mixes. These playlists can also be rated, and as Dan Kois writes,
the artists run the risk of having their playlists being unfavourably received.

Comparing the iTunes playlist to the mix tape, he writes:

It’s a distinct and painful memory shared by music lovers of a certain age. You
spend a couple hours recording a wicked awesome mix tape for a friend, or a
lover, or (most often) someone in the uncertain terrain between...You
nervously hand it over — *“Yeah, no big deal, but / made you this.” Two weeks
later, you ask how much she loved it, and when she shrugs, you feel a hot flush
of shame. Face it: Your mix tape sucks....Now celebrities and musicians —
from Beyoncé Knowles to Avril Lavigne to Sting — can feel that same hot
flush of shame, on a much grander scale. Since October [2003] Apple has been
collecting playlists from musicians and celebrities at its iTunes music store.
For Apple, of course, these celebrity playlists are another way to package their
99-cent songs...But for musicians, iTunes celebrity playlists offer a unique
form of public humiliation.*’

While it might seem strange that people are inspired to make comments on the music
taste of people who they may never meet, | would argue that part of the enjoyment of
listening to certain bands and music, is discovering what meaning they have for other

people. As Simon Frith writes in Performing Rites: on the Value of Popular Music, a

significant part of experiencing popular culture is discussing the things you like, and
the things you don’t like. He writes that, “‘part of the pleasure is talking about it; part

of its meaning is this talk. talk which is run through with value judgments.”™ (4).

9 Spit_and_Fire. Live Journal.2003, 14 March 2005
<http://www.livejournal.com/userinfo.bml?user=spit_and_fire>.

“! Dan Kois, “Beyoncé, Your Mix Tape Sucks: the perils of iTunes celebrity playlists, Slate, 26 May
2004, 28 January 2005 <http://www.slate.msn.com/id/2101245>,
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In Chapter Two I also mentioned how Frith suggests that some fans consider
themselves to have a greater authority in discussing music based on their “*knowledge,
experience and commitment”. This is another explanation as to why people would go
to the trouble of viewing the musical opinions of a complete stranger: a wide variety
of songs by different bands on a mix might suggest to someone that the creator of the
mix was knowledgeable, and might therefore have something to offer them,
particularly if some of the bands are already known to, and liked by the ‘virtual
observer’. Luke works in Fred’s Records — a record shop in downtown St John’s, and
in our conversations he indicated to me that he now feels he has more authority to
make recommendations and offer suggestions to customers, because as a result of
downloading, he has come to know more bands.

Frith was discussing conversation about popular culture as it arises in personal,
face-to-face communication, and Martin Laba also discusses this, writing that,

In discussion the character of particular forms of popular culture may be

crystallized through the verbal exchanges of the audience, and at the same

time, the views and feelings of the audience members are formulated. (Popular

Culture and Folklore 10-11)

However, the act of ‘virtual conversation’ in online para-social communities performs
the same function. It validates musical taste, acts as a means of introducing the

participants to new music, and helps people come to an understanding of why it is that

they like certain artists, and dislike others.

How Luke manipulates his iPod and iTunes to suit his own needs

While the products iPod and iTunes are commercially produced and marketed

items, and are therefore inevitably somewhat standardised, with certain features such






computer and then that mix gets uploaded. So what I'll do is I’ll make a
variety of mixes, like probably at the beginning of a week, make a bunch of
different mixes just based on either moods or genres, and | have those with me,
or I’ll just browse through by artist. And I also have the ability to create a
smart playlist that self-refreshes to include only the new music I’ve uploaded
in the past week. So that when I'm out with my iPod and if [ know I don’t
want to listen to it but | know [ want to listen to something new, I’ll just put it
on shuffle and then go into the smart playlist, which is called *“New Music’ or
something, [ have it titled, it keeps refreshing itself, so that only the things I’ve
added in the past seven days make it to that playlist.

And another thing I do too with iTunes, is [, it’s kind of stupid, but I just make
up my own kind of genre names, based on how like, how [ think the music
should be classified.
[ asked him to give an example of a genre which he had created on iTunes:
Well, [ find electronic music, in general, is really poorly defined. And I listen
to a fair bit of electronic music, and I don’t even like calling it electronic
music, so I’ll call things like *Glitch Pop’, or like *Minimalist Experimental’
type stuff. Anything that would better indicate to me what type of music it is
I’m listening to. *Cause sometimes I’ll just browse by genre, which is another
thing you can do with iPod and iTunes, you can browse by specific genres you
have set for the music. Or it’s updated on its own.
Through using the smart playlist, which includes only music which Luke has uploaded
in the previous week, Luke is able to quickly process the new songs on his iPod as he
walks around, or works. The portability of the iPod gives him the ability to listen to
more music, both in terms of more songs, but also more chance to hear them, as he is
not restricted to hearing them on a home stereo. The ability to process new music
quickly is important, as he says that he gets approximately two to three gigabytes of
new music a month, but then, after listening to it, discards about two to three
gigabytes, as he only dedicates approximately ten gigabytes to music on his computer,
which amounts to approximately two hundred albums.
Drawing on Tia DeNora’s research into the way people use music to regulate

their moods, and Michael Bull’s research into how people use personal stereos (and

now iPods) to organise their daily lives, [ questioned Luke about the choices involved
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in the mixes that he makes, and how the iPod has changed his relationship to his
environment. Picking up on what he said about creating playlists, I asked him whether
he created playlists at the start of the week, based on his anticipation of how the week
was going to go. He answered:
Well, for myself for playlists, I pretty much just group them by genre, because
usually when I listen to music, I wanna listen to the same type of genre. I don’t
wanna jump all over the place, or I wanna listen to something that blends a
little bit better.... So, yeah, I guess it’s sort of like compiling a mix in terms of
wanting to capture a mood or an essence, or a genre, that type of thing.
This demonstrates that, while downloading iTunes gives Luke access to thousands of
songs, he organises them according to his own established preferences and knowledge
of what he enjoys listening to at certain times. Luke's comment of using music, “to
capture a mood,” echoes Tia DeNora’s research findings that, rather than music acting
as an independent, outside stimulus on people, people rather use music as a resource,
based on their existing knowledge of the music, their current emotional state. and the
emotional state which they would like to be experiencing. This is what Luke does
when he creates his playlists at the start of each week. He organises and sequences his
music according to his own, individual preferences and knowledge of his own lifestyle
and habits. Journalist Beth Macey of the online newspaper The Roanoke Times
compares the playlists of the iPod to the tracklisting of the mix tape. She describes
iPod owner William Alexander as having,
gone from a 90-minute recorded mix of favourites to a 14-and-a-half-day
soundtrack for his life....The iPod also allows him to rotate his favourite
playlist to fit his current state of mind, he adds, ‘rather than capturing a point
in your life’ — like all those old mixed tapes in the basement.
Of course, while it is possible to sequence your own playlist on your iPod,

many people enjoy the unexpected musical juxtapositions which are provided by the

*iPod shuffle’. The random order of songs which is generated by the iPod shuffle is a
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complete contrast to the painstaking process by which songs on a mix tape are
sequenced in an attempt to achieve the ‘perfect flow’. The iPod shuffle is no respecter
of ‘flow’, and a listener may hear two songs together which they would never have
dreamt of placing side by side on a mix tape. Kitty Empire writes:

Shuffling is actually ace. Without it, | would never have felt the unique tingle
when Fairport Convention suddenly turned into Kanye West, or been delighted
at the segue of AC/DC into MIA. Shuffling makes the old sound new. The
unexpected contrasts make you think about music in different ways. My iPod
will mine a rich vein of folk, then swerve off into hysterical R&B, pointing up
some subtle texture of the female voice or making you ponder the nature of
melody (if you're into that kind of thing). If you stick loads of quirky, esoteric,
non-song stuff on your iPod — such as snippets of Ivor Cutler, foreign language
courses or CDs of street sounds from Lhasa (one of a series on the Sublime
Frequencies label) — these can pounce on your consciousness in between the
more conventional tunes. Sometimes, it's been laugh-out-loud pleasurable
(well, Cutler does that) or delightfully disorienting.

| was also interested in the use Luke made of his iPod in terms of its portability.
DeNora writes that, “a given individual may turn to a wide gamut of recorded music
for any task and at any hour of the day and, if using a Walkman, may listen to music
nearly anywhere.” (156). In his research into how people use personal stereos to
organise their everyday lives, Michael Bull relates how some of his informants choose
particular tapes to take with them on their journey to work, based on their mood and
the mood they would like to be in. Based on his ethnographic research, Bull argues
that,
The use of personal stereos changes the nature of the user’s cognition and
facilitates the effective management of these states together with a range of
strategies (technologies) enabling the successful everyday management of
space, place and interpersonal experience...The use of personal stereos
provides users with a vastly expanded range of management strategies as they
go about their everyday life. (9)

People use iPods in essentially the same way as they use personal stereos, but

obviously, with an iPod the user is able to access a much wider selection of music. As
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songs. There is also the point which Neil Rosenberg raised, of not necessarily wanting
to be able to hear all of your music all of the time.

The second and most important way in which the mix tape will always have an
advantage over the iPod is through its creation, presentation and use as a personal gift.
The iPod is primarily used as a personal means of listening to music, and while iPod
users let friends listen to the music they have, there is no physical exchange. Mix
tapes, however, are primarily made for other people, and to give somebody a mix tape
is to give them a tangible gift by which the creator can be remembered, and which the
receiver can accept happily in the knowledge that this gift took a significant amount of
time to create, and was custom-made with them in mind. This point is echoed by Beth
Macy, who writes,

You can’t give your entire iPod away on a disc to all your friends, one reason

why the mixed tape is still alive and thrivingin the digital age....I

worry...about corrupted files, fried hard-drives and lake parties that end in
accidental iPod drownings. If these kids don’t back up their tunes with a mixed
tape or disc, they won't be able to retreat to their basements to relive the old
beaus and bad decisions, and head-banging good times.
Throughout this thesis I, and my informants, have demonstrated how the mix tape is
so much more than a means of listening to music. They are a means of
communication, and if the message is sometimes confused or misinterpreted, well,
that just seems to add to their charm. As Macy suggests, they also act as an archive of
memories. To look at or play an old mix tape can be a powerful experience, reminding
you of times, people, places and emotions which can never be recovered. Above all,
the appreciation of receiving a mix tape cannot be underestimated. Imagine somebody

spending an afternoon with their record collection, painstakingly compiling and

sequencing songs, cutting out pictures from magazines and decorating a cassette box —
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all for you! As my friend Jen Squires neatly puts it, “‘a tape meant more than some
crumby present like a shirt”. Far from being a dying art, the practice of making and
presenting mix tapes is very much alive, and while downloading, MP3s and iPods
have been remarkably successful at making music infinitely more accessible to people
all over the world, the mix tape remains an important and well-loved method for

introducing people you care about to music you think matters.
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document in detail, and | would encourage other researchers to engage with these
topics. In particular, I believe that there is room for much more research on the ways
in which changing music technologies affect our understanding, experience, and use
of music. Continuing his work on the personal stereo (2003) Dr Michael Bull is
currently researching the ways in which people use iPods to organise their daily lives.
While this research is welcome and timely, I think there are many more areas within
the study of recently developed technologies which are worthy of investigation. For
instance, while Bull has hitherto concentrated on the experiences of urban iPod users,
I am also interested in the ways that iPods and Internet downloading have changed the
experiences of people in rural communities, both in terms of how they experience
music personally, as well as how it has affected their social interaction with other
music fans, both of their locality, and also in online virtual communities.

[ also find it interesting how the Internet and'music downloading, rather than
inevitably replacing the practice of making and circulating mix tapes, have instead
contributed to the art. In Chapter Four | mentioned how the authors of online journals
record the mix tapes which they make and invite comments from readers, and as
Lacasse and Bennett write, “since the mid-1990s, the increasing domestic use of the
Internet has enhanced both the creative potential of mix tape communities and their
capacity for trans-local communication” (Mix Tapes, Memory and Nostalgia 8). |
think that there is more scope for research into the ways that the Internet has
contributed to, rather than undermined not only the practice of making mix tapes, but
other comparable traditions.

On a similar note, I would also welcome further research into the factors which

affect a person’s taste in music. In Chapter Four | mentioned how my informant Luke
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had become more open to new musical genres as a result of having access to more
music through downloading, and Hannah and Richard also revealed how their musical
tastes had been developed through attending live performances and listening to the
radio. In their discussion of mix tapes and musical taste, Armin Peiseler, Alexander
Tsitsigias and Jorn Radzuweit discuss how a person’s musical taste is influenced by
their social environment. In writing of the work of Andreas Kunz, they state that the
immediate social environment, in particular family and friends, is more influential to
the development of musical taste than the media (57). While I suggest that both family
and friends, and the media are instrumental in affecting the musical preferences of
individuals, it will be interesting to see how much more influential music
downloading and online communities will become in the formation of a person’s
musical taste.

| was unable to devote more than a mention t‘o the differences [ found in the
attitudes of men and women towards mix tapes. | learned from Hannah that female
members of the Hollow Box Jockey Club tended to be less confident than men about
their taste in music and the subsequent ‘quality” of their mix tapes. I also found in my
own research that my female informants were much more likely to decorate their mix
tapes with cover art than their male counterparts. As I mentioned previously, my study
did not include a sufficient number of informants to draw any conclusions about this,
but gendered attitudes towards mix tapes are another aspect which deserve greater
attention.

While | mentioned that mix tapes have thus far been a neglected area of
research, there are indications of a growing interest in them. Serge Lacasse and Andy

Bennett are currently continuing their study of mix tapes, focusing in particular on the
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mix tape as just one example of polyphonographic practice, where sound recordings
from various sources are sequenced in order to convey a particular message. Lacasse
and Bennett also draw attention to the narratives which often accompany a mix tape,
where the creator explains the choice of songs, and in particular the importance of the
sequence. Drawing on Emmanuel Fraisse’s work on literary anthologies, Lacasse and
Bennett suggest that mix tapes can be interpreted as falling into the category of
phonographic anthologies, which can be defined as *“any collection of recordings
whose assemblage is dictated by an arranging principal” (Mix Tapes, Memory and
Nostalgia 11).

Lacasse and Bennett write that,

The practice of compiling mix tapes...conflates the act of consumption and

composition, and thus consists in the simultaneous act of reading/writing:

writing about ourselves by re-reading others’ music. Or better, reading

ourselves in others’ music.” (Mix Tapes, Memory and Nostalgia 20)
In a recent email to me, a friend of mine back in England drew my attention to an
interview with the artist Kristin Hersh. The interviewer asks, *“[s it important to you to
that people interpret your songs the way you intend them?” To which Kristin Hersh
responds, “I don’t allow my intentions to enter the picture, so it’s a moot point. The
songs are smarter than [ am which allows them to function as other people’s
soundtracks t00”.** Hersh recognises that her listeners will inevitably draw their own
conclusions and interpretations about her songs; it is something that everybody does.
The artistry of mix tapes involves taking one’s own interpretation of somebody else’s

song, and using it to hopefully communicate meaningfully and successfully with

another person. And as my friend Melanie continued in her email,

** Russell Bartholomee, “Kristin Hersh: Doing Things Differently,” Being There 8. April 2005, 16 June
2005 <http://www.beingtheremag.com/content/0504/hersh.htm!> .
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mixtapes are... such a powerful medium for communication: as much as a

great work of art is. And regardless of whether this communication (/

*message’) is coded, or hidden, or deliberately masked, or for that

matter misconstrued or misinterpreted, it is a very personal, intimate act of

sharing a close communication.™
This echoes my suggestion in Chapter Four that mix tapes, “are a means of
communication, and if the message is sometimes confused or misinterpreted, well,
that just seems to add to their charm.™

Melanie’s notion that mix tapes are as powerful a medium for communication
as are ‘great works of art’ is central to the discipline of folklore. I would argue that
folklorists, more so than scholars working in any other academic discipline, are more
adept at recognising, and inclined to celebrate the creativity and artistry of everyday

people. In Chapter One [ draw parallels between the commercially produced

Anthology of American Folk Music and an individual mix tape, and argue that the

importance lies, not in the manner in which the artiféct is produced, but in the
meanings which it has for its creator and for the people who listen to it. | believe that
this thesis documents the value and importance which mix tapes have for the people
who both make and receive them, and their continued relevance as a means of

communication and enjoyment makes them a subject worthy of study.

% Melanie Maddison. e-mail to the author, 1 June 2005.
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